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Women in Christ
In the February 1984 issue of Mission
Journal Robert M. Randolph set forth
some issues that should challenge and
dominate the thinking of the Church in
the months ahead - as well as provide
editorial direction for this journal. One of
these issues is the struggle of women to
find their identity in Christ and their
rightful and proper place in the life of the
Church community.
It is our purpose in this issue of Mission
to help us to take a further step along the
journey toward true freedom in Christ. As
Letty M. Russell suggests in Growth in
Partnership,

We are on an exodus journey
that leads into the desert, a
journey that is long, dusty, and
difficult. This is not some old
musty metaphor that we dust off
occasionally for Sunday school
pageants with "burning" bushes
and cardboard "seas." It is a
metaphor for our lives now, as
we live out the "already/not yet"
of our lives as partners in God's
New Creation. (p. 64)
We have called before our churches,
classes, and individuals to be willing to
restudy and to face openly and objectively
the problems inherent in the traditional
interpretations of Scripture and the traditional Church structure that gives women
no voice in the affairs of the Church and
fails to give meaning to their gifts or to
recognize their freedom. It is true as
Robert Randolph suggested that "the
message of Scripture does not change, but
the glasses through which we view Scripture do change; and as we look anew at
the Word, we will learn, grow and
change." We ask that such study be done
prayerfully, humbly, and with an intense
desire to understand.
We would further call for those who
have studied and found insights to have
the courage and integrity to move toward
implementing these in every program,
structure, and ministry of the Church. It is
our prayer that the articles in this issue
will help you in your struggles to discern
the will of God. We are concerned with
both faith (theory) and praxis (action).
Mission would like to know what you
are doing in your congregation to
recognize and use the gifts of women, to
lessen the distance between their accep tance in society and the rejection and disdain they often feel in the Church, and to
tear down the barriers that a patriarchal
system has erected between them and the
Lord Jesus Christ. Will you write us?
May God bless us all as we continue our
trek through the wilderness.
-the

Editor

"TO EXPLORE THOROUGHLY
THE SCRIPTURES AND
THEIR
MEANING ...
TO UNDERSTAND AS FULLY AS POSSIBLE THE
WORLD IN WHICH THE CHURCH LIVES AND HAS HER MISSION
... TO PROVIDE A VEHICLE FOR COMMUNICATING
THE MEANING
OF GOD'S WORD TO OUR CONTEMPORARY WORLD."
- EDITORIAL POLICY STATEMENT, JULY, 1967
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MEN AN THE CHURCH:
AN OVERVIEW

The issues connected with what it means to be a man or a woman in our
society become increasingly more complex. To ignore the complexity with
longing looks back in history is to do no service to Christ.
By BONNIE BOWMAN THURSTON
GAINING PERSPECTIVE
Introduction
he role of women in the church has, in recent
T years,
become a particularly volatile one. The
reasons for this may be more sexual than
theological. As Virginia Woolf began her book on
women in English society, A /~oom of One's Own,
"when a subject is highly controversial -- and any
question about sex is that
one cannot hope to tell
the truth. One can only show how one came to hold
whatever opinion one does hold."
These reflections are not claims to "truth." I have
come to these opinions because by Cod's grace I am
a Christian, who by historical circumstances has
been exposed to and influenced by feminism; and I
have tried to relate that exposure to Scripture.
What does this mean? It means I take seriously all
the biblical teachings about men and women, not
just the agreeable ones. It means I am convinced
Cod created males and females to be equal in Cod's
sight. Cenesis I :27ff records, "Male and female he
created them. And Cod blessed them" (italics mine).
We are not to "un-sex" or "uni-sex" ourselves, but
to live as the highest of Cod's creatures.
To live as the apex of Creation, we must follow the
Bonnie Bowman
is Tutor in Early Christian Spirituality al the Institute for the Study of Christian Origins, Tubingen, Germany.

example of the Lord Jesus in all things. The Gospel
writers show a Jesus who broke the social conventions of His own day to minister to all people. (See,
for example, Luke 7 and 8 or John 4.) Jesus never
allowed the cultural context to prescribe the manner
in which He ministered to the wholeness of people.
In Matthew 21 Jesus uses women to depict the
nature of the Kingdom. I see no significant
theological distinction between men and women in
His thinking or in His ministry.
While some biblical scholars will take issue, I
make a distinction between the Jesus of the Cospels
and the letters of Paul. Paul himself notes carefully
when his instructions are "from the Lord" and when
they are his considered opinions. (See for example I
Cor. 7:12,25.) We must respect his distinctions.
Some scholars feel Paul was more culture-bound
than was Jesus. Certainly careful study reveals in
Paul's writing a tension between his early beliefs and
his mature views and witness to the power of the
Gospel. On the other hand, Robin Scroggs argues in
an expository article that Paul doesn't see women as
a problem and, in fact, Paul's views were too radical
for his own day. 1
The point is, in an age when Rabinical schools
were arguing whether or not woman had a soul, Jesus
"discovered" and emphasized the worth of woman.
As A.J. Cossip points out in an exposition of John
4:27, it was Christ who lifted woman "into equality

3
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The Old Testament view of women reflects the farwith man: not, indeed, into sameness of duty, for
nature itself precludes that ....
both alike are dear
reaching implications of the transition from seminomadic life to the sedentary existence of farmers.
to God, and both alike are called to the service of
YHWH had been the God of the wanderers, but the
the Kingdom, and both alike can and should reach
Hebrews' relationship was now to the soil and
the same lofty spiritual goals." 2
natural fertility. YHWH could control history; He
In closing these remarks on perspective, a note on
was now placed in the position of having to "win
methodology seems in order. One reason so little
out" in a rivalry with the gods of nature. (See Jud.
clarity has been reached on the women's issue is a
2:13, 10:6; 1 Sam. 7:4, 12:10.)
refusal on the part of many to separate the various
The whole natural sphere to which the farmer was
kinds of questions into appropriate categories. Too
bound was controlled by goddess cults, a practical
often in discussions we try to deal with social roles,
marital relationships, church order, and biblical in- religion for farmers and attractive to the Hebrews
who knew little of farming or agricultural ways.
terpretation
as if they were one issue. While
everything that happens to God's people is in one However, the Hebrew faith was in a jealous God,
sense "religious,"
it is enormously
helpful to who would have no other before Hirn. His lordship
separate the issues for examination. Using headings was absolute; no syncretisrn or gradual blending
with other religions was tolerated. During the period
like
"public"
and "private,"
"language,"
of the Judges (c. 1200-1020 Be) conflicts with
"economics,"
"ministry,"
and "hermeneutics"
facilitates conversation. Seeing the separate pieces goddess cults were common. It took years for their
cultural influence to be stamped out of what later
clearly speeds the work of constructing the picture
came to be known as Judaism.
puzzle.
Patriarchy as a form of social organization arose,
Finally, I have no doctrine to preach. The issues
connected with what it means to be a man or a in part, from the struggle between YHWH and
woman in our society become increasingly more Baal/Astart. Patriarchy reinforced monotheism. The
complex. To ignore the complexity with longing cultural
many
procontext
out of which
looks back in history is to do no service to Christ. I nouncements about women came was, by its
have no magic formula for clarity, but I am convincnature, if not openly hostile to women, at least
ed that the Church must address the woman's issue designed to limit their sphere of activity. Women
on all levels, for She, and She alone, can effect what were associated with earth and "her" processes;
the Lord desires and not what the culture or tradi- YHWH was a God in the heavens. 3
tion would dictate.
That is our cultural background
in biblical
theology, Ii ke it or not. The degree to which it is a
problem may be directly bound up with relationDetour
ships to fathers or father-figures. Jesus refers to God
Let us admit that some of the issues are not as Father; and in spite of arguments about symresolvable. For example (though many disagree), a bolism, for many that is authority enough. And yet,
normative pattern for Christian marriage is one of we might do well to remember that biblical literature.
roles. In Job 31:15
these issues. We are presumptuous, indeed, to mud- refers to God in "feminine"
dle in why God called two persons into oneness and (possibly the oldest story in the Bible) and Jeremiah
1 :5 Divine activity is forming of body. In Isaiah
what God expects of each in that sacred, individual
union. Marriage gloriously muddies the water of sex 42:14b God says "He" will cry out like a woman in
role expectations, and the settling agent is different childbirth and in 66: 13 "He" will comfort as a
in each marriage (and at each stage in each mar- mother. Jesus refers to God as a woman seeking lier
riage).
lost coin (Luke 15:Bff) and to Himself as a hen
Second, within the Christian tradition, we need gathering her brood (Luke 13:34). 4
God, who created both males and females, must
not be led astray, as many contemporary
have the characteristics of both. But all our language
theologians have been, by the question of the "sex"
of God. It is true that the biblical authors assume about God is metaphorical, as the Patriarchs quickly
patriarchy is a projection of God's will for the social found out. As Daniel J. ()'Hanlon wrote in an article
order. Students of religion note that monotheism
entitled "The Future of Theism,"
with a male deity is a late corner on the stage of
All the words we use about God are, of
human history. Archeologists have traced the worcourse, incomplete and inadequate, but
ship of the goddess to Neolithic comnwnities of
each one we use evokes in us an awareness
7,000 s.c. (and perhaps to Upper Paleolithic, 25,000
of different aspects of that inexhaustible
s.c.). Abraham lived in Canaan between 1800 and
reality. We can address God as father,
1500 B.C.
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mother, brother, sister, friend, lover, divine
child, and no one of these titles is adequate,
yet each one provides yet another window
on the endless riches of God that lie beyond
naming. 5
God will always be beyond the language with which
we attempt to define and limit. Some things we
simply cannot know about God, Who, in any case,
Jesus says is Spirit. (See John 2:24. "Spirit" in the
Greek is neuter.) It seems futile to cause ill will
among ourselves with such issues.
So taking the Scriptures as our yardstick and
reference (not as our bludgeon), let us look at
several issues, with which the Church must come to
grips if She is to speak meaningfully to this complex
question.

GENERAL ISSUES
Language

The most basic unit of human life is language. It is
the tool by which we think, communicate, pray.
Scientists call it the human lowest common
denominator. By means of language God creates
(Gen. 1:3, 2:7), sustains (Isa. 55:10-11, Mark 13:31, I
Pet. 1:23), and calls (2 Kings 22, John 8:47). 6
It is against this biblical background that we Christians ask "what's in a word?" Language both shapes
and shows who we are; it is a critical issue. Referring
to the people of God in exclusive terms drastically
limits who we were intended to be. It does not
reflect the spirit of Christ.
The language of worship reflects and shapes our
faith; it determines how we view the world. Most of
Christianity's great documents were written or
translated when power structures in society (church
and university) ignored the existence of women.
More recently, the language of many of our hymns
provide a case in point. "Good Christian men rejoice." What do Christian women do? "Rejoice Ye
Pure in Heart" contains the line "Strong men and
maidens meek." Can't girls be strong (look at the
widows in your church) or men gentle (look at a
good pastor)? Such rigid distinctions are unfair both
to women and men.
Those who disagree adopt one of three stances: I)
Generic "man." While "man" is a generic term in
some languages ((~erman, for example), it is not in
English. Use of "man" preserves a cultural bias
which has not been examined for what it is. Try saying "woman" each time you hear "man." A day of
that makes rnost men feel excluded. The issue is not
linguistic. What does it do to the self-concept of half
of God's children to be systematically excluded by

the other half?
2) Dismissal. Many say the question of language is
insignificant. With the importance the Bible places
on language, how can sensitive people assert this?
Jesus cares for each one. If language excludes just
one, a grave sin has been committed. Remember the
millstone. 3) Pseudo-dialogue. This is the most
destructive position, for it says "I hear your complaint/' but doesn't change its speech. Meaningful
talk about issues results in changed patterns of
action.
Jesus reminds us that we are defiled by what
comes out of our mouths because that reveals our
hearts. The effect of describing ourselves in
masculine terms alone must eventually go to the
heart and misshape our ideas about the Kingdom.
Children are especially influenced by how we speak
and believe. To them if the church teaches something, then God approves it. Our responsibility as a
teaching church is to show by our words and actions
that no one can be separated from the love of God,
especially not by gender. The problem has much
less to do with the Bible and its context than with
our awareness of and response to the heart of its
message.
Power
Western societies generally work on the assumption that we "prove ourselves" by means of achievement. This translates into "we prove ourselves by
outdoing others": hardly a Christian approach to
life. Certainly cooperation rather than competition
seems characteristic of early Christian communities.
Assuming the spiritual worth of each individual leads
to mutuality rather than to power and domination.
Mutuality is a goal of the women's movement
which has tended to point up the gap between
power (which is public) and caring (which is
private). Many are finding the power model to be
outdated. Christ knew it thousands of years ago. The
absurd consequence of power is seen in the current
arms race and the threatened destruction of God's
good world. Ironically, the question of women in
the church is seen by some to be subversive because
it promotes mutuality rather than dictatorship.
Economics
In America we have moved from an economy in
which the woman stayed home for economic
reasons to one in which she often must work to
make ends meet, or to support a family. What this
newly working woman often encounters is a pay
scale substantially below that of men doing the same
work and no "benefits" like insurance or retirement
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plans. Many women sheltered by a husband never
learn of such discrimination until they are compelled
by being widowed or divorced to enter the labor
force. Many studies show women the fastest growing poverty group in America. 7
Economics determines social roles. The power
person is the one who "brings home the bacon." In
England in the last century it was practically impossible for women to earn money; and had they been
able to do so, until 1880 the law denied them the
right to possess the money they earned. In one state
as recently as 1977 a married woman's estate,
should she die before her husband, could legally be
claimed at $80.00.
The point for the church? Economics has always
been a woman's issue as well as a church issue.
Remember the Hellenistic widows in Acts 6? The
question for a Christian is, "Do we want to base our
theology on material issues or on spiritual ones?"
The widow's mite seems to point in a clear direction.
Jesus, again, made his point by using a woman, a
widow, the most powerless person in the society.

Stereotypes
The church
must address what sociologists
technically term "sexism," any attitude or action
which places different values on the nature and activities of men and women. Sex role stereotyping
suggests it is proper to have rigid, arbitrary, and
separate roles and spheres of activity for men and
women. Sociologists and psychologists write that the
effect of both is to block the development of whole
and healthy men and women.
Evelyn Scott, a popular novelist of the 1930s,
describes in her diary the effect of such stereotyping.
"To have one's individuality completely ignored is
like being pushed quite out of life. Like being blown
out as one blows out a light." Society is cancerous
with such "blowing out." Pigeon-holing people
limits their God-given gifts. Our world is too needy,
indeed, our churches are too needy to lose the
potential of anyone.
Language, power, economics, stereotypes, these
are general issues with which the church must come
to terms. She must also confront more specifically
religious issues.

RELIGIOUS ISSUES

Ministry
Women's ministry is not new. The issue was faced
by the Church of Sweden (Lutheran) in 1958. They
concluded that barring women from ministry was
based more on cultural sex-role stereotyping than

6

on any sound, biblical basis. The American
Episcopal Church followed suit in 1975. In both
cases there was and is tremendous division. The
issue will not disappear, as the Roman Catholic
Church is discovering. 8
Before the Protestant Reformation high lighted the
"priesthood of all believers," faithful women had
asked the church to reflect the equality that God had
already granted them. Appealing to the New Testament, one remembers that there are twenty-five
women mentioned specifically in Acts alone (eleven
by name), and at least three are in what we now call
"church-related
vocations."
While
the textual
evidence is disputed, in Romans 16:7 "Junias" may
well be "Junia," "my fellow prisoners, who are
outstanding among the apostles" (italics mine). 9 The
earliest literature of church order lists orders of
deaconesses, widows, and virgins. (See, for example, Ignatius to the Smyrnaeans and to Polycarp,
Polycarp to the Philippians, Tertullian to his wife.)
For those who wish to pursue the matter, there is a
wealth of biblical and historical material. 10
W.D. Davies is correct: the New Testament makes
no "clergy/lay" distinctions. All members of Christ's
body have a ministry of proclamation and teaching.
An acceptance of responsibilities lies behind the
church's historic, specialized ministries. 11 Women
have always proclaim~d the Christ event and worked to build up the church. The question is recognition of status within that activity.

Spirituality
Our spirituality proclaims our relationship to God
and to others. As the New English Bible translates
Phillipians 2:5, our bearing toward one another must
"arise out of [our) life in Christ." That life is evidenced by love, joy, peace, patience, kindness,
goodness, faithfulness, humility, and self-control.
These have not been the fruits of the women's
movement, which has not entreated "by the
meekness and gentleness of Christ" (2 Cor. 10: 1).
The Christian model of personality is Jesus who
"did not count equality with God a thing to be
grasped," but became a servant (Phil. 2:6). For both
men and women the call to Christian life is a call to
humility and servanthood. Many men have rejected
this in favor of an aggressive dominance. It is not
right for women to follow suit. To race headlong into
the same shortcomings as men will not make
women "equal." It will make them sinful.
Ephesians 5:21 gives a pattern for Christian living:
"Be subject to one another out of reverence for
Christ." Women's liberation has made a grave
spiritual error in its refusal to practice humility.
There is a great difference between humility and
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submission. One is "beaten into" submission, and
that is negative. One chooses humility in imitation of
Jesus. To be "humble, tender-hearted, and forgiving" in one's relationships with men and women
shows the littleness of our human nature passing
away in the new creature Christ wants to make in us.
"Equality" or "liberation"
may well be at loggerheads with "humility"
or "servanthood."
Each
person, like the tribes at Shechem, will have to
"choose this day whom you will serve" (Josh.
24: 15). One can not always serve Christ and
feminism.

ferent doctrine" Paul addressed in I Timothy? Was
this connected with the women's issue? What about
the noncanonical literature of the Church which
describes its early development?
Finally, it is an ecclesiological issue. What are the
implications for the Church as an institution? Are the
people of God to be static or organic? If Junia in
Romans 16:7 were an apostle, would this change ecclesiastical norrns? What are the implications of
treating "widows"
in a discourse with bishops,
deacons, and elders?

GUIDELINES FOR DISCUSSION
Biblical Interpretation
Finally, and most important, the issue of woman
and the church must necessarily be tied to interpretation of Scripture. If we as Christians are to deal
with God's intentions for us as men and women, we
have no better guidelines than the Scriptures.

In an age when Rabbinical schools were
arguing whether or not woman had a soul,
Jesus "discovered" and emphasized the
worth of woman.
One of the facts about Christianity in this context is
that we are, by nature, a "conservative" religion in a
very special sense. Christianity is conservative in its
need to preserve a sacred text. Without going into
detail, let us note that this very proper focus on the
text automatically makes women in the Church a
four-fold issue for biblical exegesis.
First, it is a hermeneutical (hermeneuien, "to interpret'') issue. How do we interpret biblical texts that
deal with women? What is their "meaning" in their
own time? What is their "meaning" today? For example, does 1 Timothy 2:12 mean women cannot
be school teachers? What does it mean today that
women were the first to learn of the Resurrection?
Second, it is a historical issue. What is the context
of a given passage? What forces were brought to
bear on its writers? Are these forces "of a time" or
"for all times"? What led Paul (if, indeed, he wrote
Timothy) to silence women in 1 Timothy? Was he
speaking to a problem in a particular situation, or
generally? What led Paul to say women must cover
their heads to pray? Does that make hatless women
today sinful?
Third, women in the Church· is a theological issue.
In the study of religious doctrines, is the Bible a
norm or a source? Are there serious implications
beyond its text? What, for example, was the "dif-

The question of women in the Church is a serious
one. It has far-reaching consequences for all Christians. It deserves serious, studied attention, not
snickers and snide remarks. In order for discussions
to maintain a tone appropriate to the subject matter
(half the people Jesus died to save), some guidelines
are appropriate.
1. Deal primarily with what the Scriptures say.
Bring Bibles. Search the original languages and
contexts. Do not be afraid of what the scholarly
world has to contribute.
2. Be able to "document"
pronouncements of
the Church or of others. "They say" is not a
reason or justification.
3. Avoid
too
much
relating
of personal
experience.
Nobody's
experience
in the
Christian faith is normative.
4. Avoid the subject of abortion. It is secondary to
the question of women in the Church and
demands its own study of Scripture amply
supplemented with medical evidence from
experts.
5. Don't degenerate into trying to justify culturally
conditioned activities like "women should do
dishes and men should carry out garbage."
(Where does that appear in Scripture?)
6. Be sensitive to the fact that marriage is one
of several Christian life styles presented in the
New Testament.
7. Say and do everything in a spirit of Christian
love. Before saying anything ask, "Would Jesus
speak like this? Will this statement build up the
Church?"
In closing: we have all
women and men
sinned
and fallen short of God's plan for us. We have
become suspicious. We have become disillusioned
with one another. One group, fearing change, promises to leave the Church if She changes. Another
group, to whom the institutional Church no longer
speaks, promises to leave if She doesn't change.
Everyone is afraid.
The issues involved can be dealt with lovingly and

7
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in ways that will satisfy everyone. Mark teaches that
fear must be countered with faith (4:35-41, 5:24-34).
We must nourish the faith that, just as the Holy Spirit
was the effective agent in accomplishing God's purposes in the Early Church, it will be the chief agent in
effecting these purposes in our own age. Whatever
the church does, let it be by the guideline of the
MISSION
Spirit.
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women have now, then the New Testament pattern
restored today should offer women much, much
more possibility for productive service and expression than we see in what claims to be the restored
church established by Christ.
Leaving the Church of Christ was not difficult to do
intellectually because of the failure of its appeal.
Leaving behind resentment offered emotional relief
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ideal of equality. Many times, circumstances dictate
that someone has to give up and give in. Simply put,
I have observed that, for whatever reasons, it is
better if it is the woman who does so. I believe that,
and for the rest
in the end, it will be better for her
of the family.
To be honest, I actually made this "sacrifice" not
once but many times. Once, soon qfter I received
my Ph.D., I turned down a university teaching job
because my husband could not move. Since this was
a particularly tough choice for me, it became a test
of my faith in God's providence and in His promises.
While cleaning out a drawer recently, I came
across a prayer I wrote at that time. Someone I
respected had said to me at that time, "If you turn
down this opportunity, you will be ruining your
life." In my prayer, consequently, I asked God to
help me "lay down my life" for my husband's with
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Early Christianity," Catholic Biblical Quarterly 41 (Oct.

regard to our career desires, even though I did so
with tears and could not see at the time how such a
choice could ever work out well for me.
But it has, No, things are not ideal. I still miss the
intellectual stimulation of the university campus
but in its place I have the oft-expressed thanks of the
kids and parents in this town for the stimulation I
have tried to bring to them. I miss the prestige of
being a university professor -- but instead I have the
respect of my husband, the security of his love, and
a tender appreciation that was not there before. I
have gained more by "laying down my life" a little
bit in this regard than I would have, I believe, by
insisting on my "rights."
But my personal gain is not as important, I think,
as the lesson I received. Such decisions in our lives
are the stuff which build our trust in the sacrificing
example of Jesus Christ and in the faithfulness of
God. And, for that reason especially, I have shared
these personal experiences with you ·----~-M1ss10N
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CULTURE,ME!f~TS
CULTURE}>christian
Men and Women in First ; ehtury Palestine
and Twentieth\Century 6rth America

Someone who has experienced culture shock can, by multiplying that feeling, sense the
great differences between today's North American cultural outlook and that of the
world of the New Testament . ... nowhere else but in reading the Bible are common
people expected to bridge such tremendous gaps: where else are carpenters, lawyers,
nurses, and bus drivers expected to deal with documents two to three thousand years
old which originated in places halfway around the world?
By CLAUDE COX

Author's Note: For much of 1983 the issue of the
relationship of men and women in the Church was
the subject of discussion in the adult Bible study on
Sunday mornings at the Brandon Church of Christ.
Without that discussion this article would have been
greatly impoverished. I would like to thank the
following people, each of whom has contributed to
this article in one way or another: Cordon and Jean
Mcfarlane; /-/ugh, Arlene, and Linda Mason; Al,
Bernice, and ffon Johnson; Allan Rigby; Mabel
McDougald; Al and Maria Lacquemeni; Richard
Mccutcheon; Charles and Bonnie Muller. Other
influences were church experiences in Brookline,
Massachusetts, Toronto, and other places, as well as
my classes at Brandon University where, among other
things, I have tried to deal with biblical pc'rspectives
on sexuality. {~effectingon the last part of my paper, I
have become aware that my doctor is a woman; my
bank manager is a woman; the Minister of Education
in Manitoba is a woman; the Minister of /-lea/th in
Canada's federal government and the Speal<er in
Canada's federal Parliament are women. How can
Claude Cox is Assistant Professor and Chairman o/ Hw Department of
Religion at Brandon University, Brandon, Manitoba, Canada. This paper
was originally presented al the Scholars Conference at Abilerw Christian
University.

we say to such women in the context of the Church,
"You will be silent"?
he issue of the relationship of men and women
is one
which involves a discussion of a number of other
questions, each of which is complex in itself. The
issue of male/female relations in the Christian con·
text is often limited to an emotionally charged treat·
ment of "the role of women in the church." Such
presentations are inevitably too narrow in perspective since they do not take into account the lives that
both men and women share together at home, at
work, and at play.
In this article I intend to deal with several factors
which need to be kept in view when we assess the
relations of Christian men and women to each other
whether
it be in the Church assembled or
unassembled. These factors are (1) the cultural
assumptions which we, the readers of the Bible,
hold; (2) an awareness that the message of the Bible
is conditioned by the culture(s) out of which it came,
culture(s) very different from our own; (3) the function of the Bible in the church; (4) Jesus' attitude
toward women; (5) the increasing conservatism of
the early church; (6) the responsibility of Christians

T to each other in society and in the church
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to profess in society the equality of male and female.

e approach the Bible with certain assumpW tions
that are conditioned by the society and
culture in which we live. Far too little attention is
given to this aspect of studying the Bible. The divinehuman encounter is a two-sided one: God, the
divine, comes to us in human clothing in Jesus and
then in the Scriptures that bear witness to Him. 1
These Scripturr'S, the basis of thl' Church's
underst,rnding of itself, have alw<1ysbeen thl' object
of the most minute inquiry. The science of "exegesis" is devoted to this inquiry: it seeks to answer
the question "What did this text mean to its original
readers?" Numerous books have been written on
"how to do" th is task of exegesis. In these books
there is a focus on understanding the transmission of
the text of the Bible and upon such things as the
literary genre and form in which the message of a
text is conveyed. Absent are chapters devoted to the
person who is doing the study, to the flesh and
blood entity who is being offered the supposedly ob
jective tools of scholarship. The result is learned and
boring articles and commentaries which try to tell us
what the message of the Bible "meant," with the exegetes evading the moral responsibility of proposing
what that message might mean now.
It is true that "what it means now" is usually dealt
with under the term "hermeneutics,"
that is, the
science of interpretation. However, exegesis and
hermeneutics do not belong in different worlds. For
example, the very decision about which passages
are important to subject to exegesis in connection
with a particular topic is a hermeneutical decision.
Exegesis that is of any use to the church's mission
always has a herrneneutical dimension, always seeks
to offer a contemporary application.

We who read the Bible read it with tinted glasses,
that is, our approach and our understanding of the
Bible is colored by our life situation and experience.
To speak personally, in the interest of illustration: I
am a North American, a Canadian of British descent,
a member of the majority ethnic group in Canada.
My understanding
of "law,"
"community,"
"justice,"
and "society"
derives from British
parliamentary democracy. I am a male, and I was
raised in a stable Christian family in southern Ontario near where my great-great-grandparents
pioneered. This has given me a sense of rootedness,
of security. Thanks to a whole series of factors, I was
able to receive a good education and, at the same
time, to live and travel in the U.S.A., Europe, the
Middle East, and the U.S.S.R. Education and travel
tend to broaden one's perspectives. I am also a
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teacher in a small prairie university, where everyday
I deal with colleagues of both sexes on an equal
basis. My area of teaching is religion, the Bible
specifically; and the question "what does this
mean?'' is one I face constantly.
This is 1984 and both I and Mission Journal
subscribers can read and write. We can all own property and vote; feudalism is gone. Slavery is gone.
We all live in a technological society, often egocentric in outlook, which tends to define success in
terms of money. It is 1984 not 1884; and we all live
after Auschwitz and with the threat of nuclear war reasons why some things that Christians argue about
do not seem very important anymore.
There
is more.
I was
reared
in the
Disciples/Church of Christ traditon. This type of
Christianity has been strongly rationalistic in its approach to the study of the Bible. It places "head"
before "heart." The Disciples' point of view has the
spirit of the frontier on which it was born: it insists on
the ability of each person to understand the Bible,
an insistence which has had both benefits (incentive
to study the Bible) and ill effects (much divisiveness).
Here, as in other communions, there is a tradition of
interpretation: for example, on the positive side,
most readers of the Bible in this tradition have no
trouble distinguishing between the Old Testament
and the New Testament, a distinction ernphasized
by Campbell. On the negative side, certain erroneous interpretations are limited almost exclusively to this tradition. For example, the connection of
"the perfect" in 1 Corinthians 13:8 with the completed New Testament is as clearly wrong as the interpretation of any text can be clearly shown to be
wrong; yet one hears it repeated over and over.
What I am saying is that readers of the Bible who
belong to the Disciples/Churches of Christ heritage
have a particular outlook when they read.
There is still more. What kind of person I am will
affect my approach to and understanding of the Bible. What a reader thinks to be important, sensible,
and spiritually healthful, will affect what he or she
finds there. Is the reader compassionate? They
preaching and counseling person, moved by compassion, may be lead to soften the harshness of some
passages (divorce) or to simply ignore others (hell).
The consideration of vvho we are as readers of the
Bible is an important one for all of our reading of the
Bible: ethnic identity, upbringing, geographical location, education, occupation, family status, sex, age,
church tradition, and individual personality affect
our understanding of what the Bible means for our
lives as Christians. All of these factors come to bear
on our assessment of how Christian men and
women in North America in the twentieth century
ought to relate to each other in the light of the Scrip-
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of first century Palestine and of other
T hepartsworldof the
Graeco-Roman empire was very
different from our own. The message of the Bible is
conditioned by the world out of which it came.
The world of the New Testament is far removed
from ours, not only by time and place but also by
language, culture, politics, economics, society, and
religion. We North American readers of the Bible
have grown up in societies influenced by the
Judaeo-Christian tradition in its laws, language, and
religion. There is an uncanny tendency on our part
to assume that Jesus' world was just like ours: people
spoke English, drove Chevrolets, lived in quaint
bungalows, and watched too much television! One
might say too that the availability of the Bible in
English in modern times has served this assumption
in a subtle way. The truth is that only those who
have struggled with Hebrew and Greek can assess
the difficulty of transferring ideas from one culture to
another. The sorry state of much seminary training
has not helped: future ministers, monolingual to
begin with, may not have to study a biblical
language at all!
Someone who has experienced culture shock can,
by multiplying that feeling, sense the great differences between today's North American cultural
outlook and that of the world of the New Testament.
James Barr is correct in saying that nowhere else but
in reading the Bible are common people expected to
bridge such tremendous gaps: where else are
carpenters, lawyers, nurses, and bus drivers expected to deal with documents two to three thousand years old which originated in places halfway
around the world? 2
The earliest Christian attitudes toward the relationship between the sexes derive from Judaism. Jewish
attitudes in the first century were the result of centuries of use of the patriarchal family arrangement.
In this model of family and society women are
subordinate to men; and in first century Judaism
women were regarded as inferior to men in every
sense, including intellectual and spiritual.
In the patriarchal scheme of the Old Testament a
woman usually had no independence either socially
or economically; she was always under the control
of some man who was connected with her by blood
or marriage ties. In sexual matters there was a clear
double standard in the legal tradition of the Old
Testament: virginity was demanded of the bride but
not of the groom. (See the what would be to us very
demeaning ceremony outlined in Deuteronomy
22:13-21.) Only husbands could initiate divorce.
Women had no rights of inheritance if there was a
male heir. Menstruation and childbirth were regard-

M/SSlON

J()Uf<NAI

ed as "defiling," and to this day Orthodox Jews
segregate women during menstruation.
In the area of spirituality the patriarchal model
restricted women's activities. Women cou Id not
enter the Temple. Women were not counted when
tallying the ten persons required to form a
synagogue, and eventually separate galleries were
built for women in synagogues. 3 The prayer of the
Jewish male, a prayer still prayed by Orthodox
Jewish men when putting on their phylacteries, included the words "Blessed art thou, oh Lord our
God, King of the Universe, that I was not born a
woman." Indeed some would say that women were
"excused" from having to go to the synagogue: the
area of a woman's service was the home and,
specifically, bearing children. Hannah, Mary the
mother of Jesus, and Elizabeth the mother of John
the Baptist are all praised in connection with the
(male) children they bore.
In ancient Palestine, Israelite and Jewish women
had virtually no public life. The idea of women as
temptress lies behind Rabi Jose ben Jonanan's advice that one should not even talk with a woman
since she will just distract you! The same idea probably lurks behind Paul's statement in 1 Corinthians
11 :10 that women should cover their heads in worship "because of the angels," that is, lest they
seduce the angels. Women are seductresses whose
sexuality is a distraction and pitfall for men. (See
Genesis 6:1-4 as the background of 1 Corinthians
11 :10.)
One can see, I think, that there was little difference between the limited role available to
women in the sphere of religion in Judaism and that
available to them more generally. In fact, the modern
differentiation which we North Americans make between the "religious" and "secular" spheres of life is
just exactly that: a modern distinction which the ancients would not have understood.
To suggest that the message of the Bible is conditioned by the culture out of which it came should
not be surprising. Indeed, in the Churches of Christ
we have been cognizant of this fact: we do not practice, for example, footwashing or (any longer) insist
on the covering of women's heads in worship since
these practices are "cultural."
In point of fact,
however, the message of the entire Bible is culturally
conditioned and comes from a social and cultural
milieu that is "strange" to us. The challenge of
translating the message of the Bible into the cultural
context of our lives requires patience, study, and
humility.

recognition that
message
the Bible is
cultmally conditioned and that we, its readers,
are also conditioned by our
and culture,
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raises the question of the function of the Bible irn

the church.
It should be clear that the Bible cannot function as
a blueprint, fixed in all its details for all time. The Bi··
ble is really a sizable collection of writings, each
with its own author, audience, and genre. In some
cases, as in 1 Thessalonians, the first readers did not
expect the world to last very long. What do such
scriptures, written with the End in sight, mean now?
For Christians Jesus Christ is the goal of Scripture
and our "authority" in the realm of faith. Jesus is the
source of Christian theology, the revelation of God
the Father. The nature of God's love and its sincerity
is shown first of all in Jesus' death and resurrection.
The Scriptures which witness to these and other
divine actions call for a response in us; they call us to
God. The Scriptures themselves are not "God."
Bibliolatry is just one more form of idolatry, a
paralyzing confusion of the speaker, God, and the
word spoken. In connection with the subject of this
article Jesus' words about the Sabbath seem appropriate: were the Bible's teachings made for us or
were we made for them? I believe the former should
be our response.
The question of the function of the Bible in the
church will be answered differently by members of
various Christian
communions.
The tradition
represented by the Churches of Christ has been
biblicistic ("the Bible only") and rationalistic (appealing to reason, to the head rather than to the
heart). That is why this article appeals to the Bible even though showing some of its limitations - and
to reasoned argument. Now in the churches of
Christ there is already a "traditional"
approach to
the issue of men and women in the church based on
reasoned argument (whose presuppositions are
seldom spelled out) and the Bible (or rather a
particular view of the Bible, again usually not spelled
out). So there is room for conflict on several levels.
It 1smy belief that the issue of the relations of men
and women to each other in the church will focus attention upon the larger issue of the function of the
Bible in the church. In our tradition the latter issue
has not received nearly the attention it deserves.

Jesus is the
of
I ftoward
women should

then His attitude
receive our
aUerntion. In fact, irn His treatment of women, Jesus
stands in sharp contrast to the Judaism of His day.
Jesus cannot be understood apart from His
religious heritage, i.e., Judaism. His teaching about
God, Messiah, judgment, mercy, etc., must all be
understood against that background. Of course, in
some ways Jesus breaks with His religious heritage as
it existed at that time, e.g., in His attitude towards
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woman and social outcasts. Jesus' attitude here, as
generally, must be seen in the light of 11is
eschatological viewpoint, namely, that the End, the
Messianic Kingdom is coming very soon. (See, for
example, Mark 9:1.) Jesus' ethics are radical and His
teaching about family relations is too: disciples are
called upon, as it were, to hate parents, to leave
homes and jobs to follow Him, to let the dead bury
the dead; and divorce is forbidden.
Jesus does not teach the equality of women in our
sense of the term, but by His actions He shows that
He accepted women in a new way. Some of Jesus'
closest followers were women: Mary of Magdaia,
Mary and Martha, the sisters of Lazarus. In Luke
especially there are touching scenes of Jesus' interaction with women. In John 4 Jesus talks with a
Samaritan woman about His message: other Jewish
religious teachers of the day would not have been
seen doing that. Women left homes and families to
follow Jesus from Galilee to Jerusalem, to the cross;
and the earliest Christian community remembered
that they were the first witnesses to the
Resurrection. 4
Woman were accepted into table fellowship by
11
Jesus along with 11 tax collectors and sinners. Such
mixed table fellowship was an integral part of Jesus'
ministry and was partially responsible for the opposition that eventually led to 1-lis death: He accepted
all. 5
Jesus' acceptance of women is likely responsible
for a new freedom that women seem to have experienced in the earliest Church. Peter's citation
from Joel in Acts 2 includes the words "your sons
and your daughters shall prophesy" and "on my
manservents and my maidservants in those days I
will pour out my Spirit." In Galatians, perhaps the
earliest of Paul's letters, there is said to be in Christ
"neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor
female" (3.28). At Corinth women were equal recipients of the Spirit with men: they were preaching in
church (that is, prophesying) and praying, in short
apparently doing much the same as men. Christian
women in such churches were likely experiencing
more freedom than anywhere else in their lives. The
book of Acts, a historical reflection certainly, informs
us of Sapphira, Lydia, Dorcas, and Prisca. These
names are immediately familiar; so too the names of
a number of women mentioned in the letters. This is
not true of the second century church whose
familiar names are men's names.

hat happened? Why did the very restrictive
view of 1 Timothy emerge and become dominant?
The Christian church in the first century was a
vulnerable institution since it was not a legal religion
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in the Graeco-Roman world it was seeking to missionize. This was the reason, for example, that Luke
went to some lengths to exonerate the Romans of
responsibility for Jesus' death. The church, in seeking to defend itself from criticism from without,
became increasingly conservative. This conservatism was furthered by the fact that the church's
roots lay in the synagogue, a male-dominated community.
The waning of the eschatological hope was a second cause of the early church's increasing conservatism. Realizing that the End was not coming soon,
the church had now to see itself as an "institution"
which was going to be around for some time to
come and, therefore, to establish a working relationship with the society and culture around it. The
threat of persecution offered a practical motivation
for developing such a relationship.
The subordination called for by Paul in 1 Corinthians 11-14 and by the authors of 1 Timothy and 1
Peter is to be seen in the light of the considerations
just given. Paul and the author of 1 Timothy base
their argument for subordination upon the order of
creation: man was created first and is therefore
superior to woman. The argument based on the
order of creation rests on a rabbinical reading of
Genesis 2-3. The text of Genesis 2 does not say that
man is superior to woman because he was created
first. That is an inference which must be made by the
reader and, indeed, was so made by Paul and other
rabbinical teachers. Now, the argument that "the
first is better" is sometimes true and is still attractive
to the popular mind. However, we know that often
the first is not better: so, for example, the production
model of an item is better than a prototype. "The
first is better" (or "superior" or "deserving a position of priority") is the argument behind the ordering of God-Christ-man-woman in 1 Corinthians 11.
The rabbinical argument made in this chapter is part
of an entire approach to Scripture. The same ap·proach, in chapter 10 of 1 Corinthians, has the
Israelites "baptized" in the sea when in reality they
only passed through it and has the rock (interpreted
as Christ). following the Israelites through the
wilderness because the Scripture says there was a
rock at point A and at point B (1 Corinthians 10: 1-5).
Such lines of argumentation are not convincing to us
now because we do not live in Paul's world of
thought, and our approach to and use of Scripture
are not his.
"The first is better" argument is formulated in a
particularly crass fashion in 1 Timothy 2:8-15. Here
women are spiritually inferior because Eve was not
only created second but she also sinned first. In fact,
Adam is exonerated: "Adam was not deceived"!
However, the author says, women will be saved by

bearing children! This text is the low-water mark of
the entire New Testament and should be recognized
as such.
In 1 Peter 3 the call for the submission of wives
and this is true of the similar "rules for the
household" in Colossians and Ephesians - is at
once more subtle and more convincing. It derives
from the social and cultural milieu of early Christianity. In Graeco-Roman society women were expected to be submissive to their husbands, children
to parents, slaves to masters, and all of them to the
state. When Christian women behaved as equals,
the church received criticism because family life was
disrupted in families in which the wife alone was
Christian. 6
The "rules for the household" which the authors
of Colossians, Ephesians, and 1 Peter use were taken
over
from
Graeco-Roman
codes
and
"Christianized." The goal of these codes is the proper ordering of society. The increasing conservatism
of the Church recognized the stability of family and
social relations as being in its interests. Therefore it
gave its blessing to the status quo of the day but
changed the motivation behind family relations so
ordered: Christ was now the motivator.
Those who first read the New Testament lived in
societies - Jewish and Graeco-Roman - where
women had few rights. They were not emancipated.
The later writings of the New Testament bring
women in the Christian community into line with
the society around them.
Today we in North America accept the equality of
women. The Canadian Charter of Rights and
Freedoms, for example, in Section 15, _ 1, states:
"Every individual is equal before and under the law
and has the right to the equal protection and equal
benefit of the law without discrimination and, in particular, without discrimination based on race, national or ethnic origin, colour, religion, sex, age or
mental or physical disability." How can we not extend this equality to the Church? The texts I discussed above in their original setting restricted women's
role in the Church to that which they could expect in
society. Is it not ironic that these same texts are appealed to today by some Christians in order to
restrict women in the church to a role far more
limited than the one available to them in society?

hen equality is extended to the Church
certain other issues require resolution too. A
major one is this: if the patriarchal domination/subordination model is not going to be our
model for the relation of the sexes, what will be?
My suggestion would be that we simply recognize
the model that exists in the relationship of Christian men and women to each other outside the
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church doors, namely "partnership." Single Christian men and women relate to each other as equals
and married couples relate to each other as companions and partners. One can appeal to Scripture to
support such a view: (1) In Genesis 1:26, in the first
Creation story, men and women are created at the
same
time
and
only
together
constitute
humankind; (2) in the second Creation story, in
Genesis 2-3, the man does not dominate the
woman until after the sin.7 Does new creation
(Paul's terminology for the Christian way) untie the
burden on domination placed on men and the
burden of being dominated placed on women as a
consequence of the Garden experience? I would
like to say "yes/' though I know of only a few
isolated texts, such as Galatians 3:28, which would
seem to lead one to such a conclusion. Those who
appeal to such texts, as Paul Jewett does in Man as
Male and Female, inevitably, in my opinion, read
our own cultural modes back into the minds of the
ancients. 8 So it seems to me that the appeal to Scripture on this issue must be done with a basic admission of the limitations of Scripture. I do admire
Jewett's attempt to make the Scripture relevant to
modern needs. It may be a question of "what part of
Scripture" needs to be heard now. Presented in this
way I could agree that Genesis 1:26-28 and Galatians 3:28 are passages that contemporary Christians
need to hear and profess.
"Partnership" recognizes the essential value of
the other person and the necessity of that person's
contribution to the success of a joint venture. For
Christians that joint venture is the Christian mission.
Among Christians much of the issue of equality/inequality has centered upon worship and ministry
because the inequalities are most evident there. I,
for one, do not minimize these areas of service
since, for example, it is specifically the issue of the
extent to which worship should accommodate itself
to surrounding culture that led to the emergence to
three branches of Judaism: Orthodox, Conservative,
and Reform. In the Churches of Christ much can be
done to recognize the equality of women even in
this transitional period when male domination is
diminishing. For one thing, since each congregation
is autonomous, each group of Christians can decide
for themselves what to change and how quickly. The
dictates of the Pope or of external church synods of
one type or another do not have authority. There
would seem to be no reason, except custom, why
women should not share in the business of the
church as treasurers, secretaries, and chairpersons
of committees like benevolence committees. I can
see no reason why women should not serve in worship as readers, emblem-bearers, or prayer leaders.
These are secondary avenues of service, to be sure,
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where only custom and fear (on the part of men
mostly but also on the part of women) prevent
change. The question of a woman preaching or
presiding at the Lord's Supper will likely provoke
more discussion in our churches. Here, too,
however, we are at an advantage since there is not
usually a formal ordination of ministers. A congregation may allow anyone to speak whom it feels
qualified to do so: that would apply as easily to a
woman as to a man. I see no reason either why a
woman should not baptize. (I will admit that this is
simply an extension of my opinion that an individual
is most fittingly baptized by the person, male or
female, who instructed him or her in the Christian
faith. I have witnessed a Christian husband baptizing
his wife into the faith and found it a moving experience for all. Why should a Christian wife not
baptize her husband into Christ?) It seems to me that
a wholistic view of our humanity requires that we
strive for a ministry that more fully includes both
male and female. In the Churches of Christ the
hardest part of the transition to a more egalitarian
view of our ministry will center around the eldership. Here smaller congregations without elders
have the immediate advantage: indeed they may
already be led by "steering committees" composed
of both sexes.
Finally, it would be a great help if church-related
colleges and seminaries would show leadership in
professing the equality of the sexes. If a woman can
teach geography or English, I see no reason why she
should not teach the history of the Bible; if she can
teach Greek in the Department of Languages, why
should she not teach Greek in the Department of Bible? Such schools should seek to provide a wholistic
view of life and ministry. I would agrue that a
wholistic view of life requires input from both sexes.
It seems to me that change within the college setting
will come more easily than we suspect and that
young women in our tradition might well now contemplate careers in biblical scholarship and pastoral
studies (such as family counseling) in our tradition.
Indeed, I would suggest to you who are women that
you have a responsibility to do so. To the extent that
women are assuming more significant economic,
political, and social roles in society generally, to the
extent they have the same responsibility toward the
church.
In summary, we Christians today in North America
live in a cultural milieu far different from that of the
first century. The message of the New Testament,
namely, reconciliation through Jesus, is clothed of
necessity in the language, outlook, and issues of that
time: God spoke in a definite time and place. The
authority behind the message of the New Testament
(continued on page 30)
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Women'sP ce
In The Church

It seems that a psychological reversal has taken place with regard to

"church." An "authority syndrome" has developed in respect to
"servant" ministries . ... to some for a woman to pray in an assembly is to
"usurp authority." How can anyone in praying usurp authority?
a sermon
By J. HAROLD THOMAS
he relevance of a review of the activities of
women in the public service and worship of the
Church is valid because the equality status and participation of women in the life of the world has
become normal and because the role of women in
church life has been restricted in part solely on the
basis of tradition. At least three social changes have
brought about a growing
resistance to the
discrimination
and restrictiveness imposed on
women in their religious communities.
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1. Women have come into educational opportunities equal to those of men.
2. Women have come into participation in almost
all areas of business, professional, and political activities with equal efficiency to that of men.
3. Women have sought and gained rights (e.g.,
franchise) and compensation and recognition for
their services performed with equal competence to
that of men.

However, their ministries in terms of their religious
I, Harold Thomas, minister for the University Church of Christ in Conway, Arkansas, holds degrees from Abilent Christian College and Boston
University School of Theology. He served as the first president of
Northeastern Christian Junior College.

expression have been largely those in the home (that
is, their dutiful performance of household responsibilities, their submissiveness to their husbands,
their rearing and teaching of their children) or in
circles restricted to women and children (as in ladies
groups or in church classes for children).
Directive activities and public pronouncements
have been retained largely as "men only"
categories. Some of the roots of this "men only"
syndrome are entwined with concepts that were
long practiced but which are no longer accepted as
of biblical derivation. One such concept is that of
the clergy/laity distinction. The authoritarian role of
the priest and bishop that arose in Christian history
was one for men only; and only men were counted
worthy to perform numerous duties, such as baptizing, administering the Lord's Supper, the public proclamation of Gospel, and the admonition and instruction of the Church. After the Reformation, these
functions in many cases were retained by the pastors
of the reformed churches; but even as others were
allowed to participate, most of the activities were
permitted for men only.
the New Testament we feel an elevation in the
I nstatus
of women. That
(Luke 1:42);
Elizabeth

Mary
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(Luke 1); Anna, the aged widow, (Luke 2:36-38);
those women named by Luke who followed Jesus
from place to place, supporting him with their
presence and their presents (Luke 8:1-3); and Mary
and Martha of Bethany (Luke 10:38ff) are given the
attention they receive in the Gospels makes it clear
that women were not to be denied participation or
recognition in the work and the covenant of Jesus.
Other women of the New Testament witness to a
latitude of ministries in which they served:
Mary (Mark's mother) provided a home in which
Christians met for prayer (Acts 12).
Dorcas rendered great service in benevolence
(Acts 9:36ff).
Lydia provided housing for Paul and his companions (Acts 16:14f).
Priscilla with Aquila her husband taught the
preacher Apollos the way of the Lord more perfectly
(Acts 18:24-28). They also had a church in their
house (Rom. 16:3).
Philip, one of the seven deacons in Jerusalem, had
four daughters who prophesied (Acts 21 :9).
Phoebe was a deacon of the church in Cenchrea
and had a ministry that took her to Rome. Paul urged
the Roman Christians to assist her in whatever way
she sought (Rom. 16: 1-2).
Paul calls a number of women by name who were
his helpers in his evangelistic work. The details of
their services are not clear, but it seems obvious that
what they did was not limited to household duties
from which he received some comfort. They include
Tryphoena and Tryphosa (Romans 16: 12), Euodia
and Synteche (Philippians 4:2-3).
As long as women on the whole were allowed less
education than men and as long as unlimited
families confined the use of their time largely to the
care of their broods of children, there was much less
to justify a wider role for women in religious functions than is true in our present situation. Hence,
with rare exceptions, only men appeared before the
congregations when they gathered.
With the emergence of choirs and the Sunday
School in recent centuries, women have participated in public activities generally to become a
majority in these programs. In recent years church
secretaries (almost always women) have come to be
recognized as very important functionally in church
life, and the influence of these women (though it has
been rarely credited) has transcended that of many
men who have been in front of the congregation.
But still most women were nearly always
backstage, giving their cues and instructions from
the wings. In some cases the men on stage have
been more like puppets than men, with the women
pulling the strings-but
the puppets looked like
men! And only God knows the influence women
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have exercised in the lives of His people as their
husbands have spoken not of themselves but as they
were led and directed by their wives. And God

knows that in countless cases the Church is better
for it. There is an element of illusion many times in
the minds of many men who allow themselves to be
called the leaders of I lis people.
he truth is that from the earliest times God, when
He has needed leaders, has not been as restrictive as men are disposed to be. He called Deborah to
be a judge (Judges 4 and 5). He called Huldah to be
a prophetess (2 Chron. 34:22ff). He also used Miriam
and Esther in influential roles. To cite these may imply the rarity of women in such roles; but considering
the status generally acorded to them in the ancient
world, it also proves that God had no immutable will
that excluded women from them.
From the letters of the New Testament we learn
that women were to teach other women (Tit. 2:3-4).
Women were given instruction to be veiled when
they prayed and prophesied (1 Cor. 11:1-16). Many
scholars believe that the instruction concerning
widows (1 Tim. 5:3-8) implies a support for women
who had a ministry and that the instruction concerning deacons indicates qualifications for women (not
necessarily the wives of male deacons) who served
in the Church (1 Tim. 3:11ff).
There are two instances of restrictive instructions
concerning women in the public assemblies of the
Church (1 Cor. 14:34ff and 1 Tim. 2:12ff). In these
passages women are forbidden to speak or to teach.
In the first instance Paul indicates that such silence
on their part was to be observed in all the churches.
In the light of his earlier instructons concerning
women praying and prophesying in the assembly it
seems conclusive that his restriction would not apply to those things. His instruction concerning singing
(Eph. 5:18 and Col. 3:16) uses both terms that he used in his restrictive instructions-"speak"
and
"teach." To insist on the strictest obedience to his
restrictions would require that women not sing in
the public worship.
The possibility that all that Paul wrote restricting
women in their participation in public worship was
related to the customs and conventions of his day
must be considered. What he wrote concerning
veils and wearing of ornaments and the braiding of
hair has been generally accepted as regulations for
the time and circumstances in which he lived. Few
believe that not wearing veils or the wearing of
modest ornaments or the braiding of hair brings
Christian women today under any condemnation.
That women may speak and teach in singing psalms
and hymns and spiritual songs is accepted by nearly
everyone. Was the prohibition of women speaking
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and teaching in his letters to the Corinthians and
Timothy related to the fact that for them to do so in
leadership
roles would appear arrogant and
unseemly in the culture of that time?
In the light of Paul's strong assertion that there is
"neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor
female" in his letter to the Galatians (3: 18), the
restrictions should not be attributed to the fact that
women are inferior to men. Slaves were taught to accept their slave status in that time, but this was not to
approve slavery as an institution to be preserved
forever in society nor to classify slaves as second-rate
Christians. Such instructions were to prevent slaves
from bringing Christianity under censure in that day
by their radical efforts to change the system immediately. So, had women in that day thrown off all
the restraints of the conventions and culture of the
time, Christianity would have run into stronger
resistance and, doubtless, greater opposition.
I have said that in part, at least, restrictions imposed on women in the modern churches are based on
tradition. That they are not ordained to preach or to
be elders has roots, for many, in the concern to
respect Paul's restrictions of First Corinthians and
First Timothy. That they are not ordained as deacons
is a tradition which is contrary to Romans 16: 1-2.
That they are denied the expression of their prayers
and, by some procedure, the right to "prophesy" is
contrary to First Corinthians 11: 1-16.
Perhaps one reason for the restrictive instructions
Paul gave about women arose from the informality
and the freedom women felt in the church-in-thehouse setting. Perhaps they were not wearing veils
because in their homes they did not have to wear
veils. But in the gatherings in homes to which "outsiders" would come Paul felt that women should be
veiled. And perhaps the freedom with which
women could speak in their homes (and no one
would deny that they have long had such freedom)
could appear unseemly in an assembly of more than
family-often
more even than church family. It
could be abused and appear to be a usurpation over
their husbands and an embarrassment to the males
in that culture.
But there are other activities denied them in the
modern Church. In the early days Christians met for
the most part in private dwellings. "The church in
their house" or "her house" or "your house" are
New Testament phrases used more than any other
to denote where the congregation met. There is no
reason to conclude that "the upper chamber"
where Paul met with the saints in Troas was other
than in a private dwelling (Acts 20:8).
Now, in meetings in homes, do you have the picture in your mind of the women being set apart in a
section of the room with the men left to do

everything that was done? Was a special table inscribed with "This Do In Remembrance of Me" set
up in the room, with men standing behind it to
receive the bread and cup before they ceremoniously passed them to the assembly? I see a table at
which the family was accustomed to sit at meal,
covered with victuals for the fellowship meal of the
Christians and on which also was the bread and
wine for the Lord's Supper. Who served the
fellowship meal? Who distributed the bread and the
wine? Did the women serve the meal and then,
when the time came for the memorial supper, take
their seats so that men could ceremoniously pass the
bread and wine? Did the women of the house churches in their homes abdicate the role of hostesses to
let their husbands wash the saints' feet as they
arrived? First Timothy 5:10 makes it clear that
women were not prohibited from that!
seems that a psychological
I tplace
with regard to "church."

reversal has taken
An "authority syndrome" has developed in respect to "servant"
ministries. For example, we speak of "serving the
emblems"; but the act has become an "authority"
badge for men. For women to "serve the emblems"
is to "usurp authority." When a woman serves the
family meal, has she usurped authority? For anyone
at anytime to pray is an act of humility. But, to some,
for a woman to pray in an assembly is to "usurp
authority."
How can anyone in praying usurp
authority? But to make a law that a woman cannot
pray aloud to God in the presence of men is to arrogate an authority that belongs only to God!
Reading Scripture aloud claims no authority. It is
speaking aloud what God has said. God is the
authority and to read His word is to accept His
authority, not to usurp authority over anyone.
This "authority"
matter among us is a disease!
Jesus said that the pagans loved authority to lord it
over others. "It shall not be so among you," he said.
Christians do not seek authority; they do not claim
authority. If a Christian man should not claim
authority, then how can he be jealous of someone
"usurping"
his authority? Professed Christians can
"usurp" authority--that's
the only way one can get
it! So a Christian woman, I suppose, can usurp
authority over a man; but she is un-Christian in
doing it, and she does not take away the true Christian man's authority because he has none! Christians
serve; they do not administer in an authoritative
sense. Everyone, men and women, should be able
to serve with whatever gifts God has given them.
But we have different circumstances in our
modern times. We have special "holy houses"
where we meet. And because these "holy houses"
are not private dwellings, the women may enter only
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to be seated-except when the whole congregation
is asked by men to rise for songs or prayers. The
"holy house" allows for men only to administer
ceremoniously all the rites, not to merely serve. The
Church is not a family in these "holy houses"; it is a
temple with an all-male priesthood going through
the perfunctory rites. But the Church is a temple, you
say. Yes, but it is not an all-male temple with only
male priests. Something has been lost in modern
churches, and traditions have filled the vacuums.
An instance of the kind of technical distinctions
that have been drawn is related to the Lord's Supper. It is not as though women have not served.
They have performed major service. They have
prepared the communion services, often in preparing the loaf and sometimes in the pressing of the
grapes and putting up the juice or the wine for it. I
have known of one group of church ladies who canned the grape juice as one of their special projects.
They have cleaned the utensils for the service and
filled the cups and carried them to the communion
table. No one has ever objected to that-it has largely been expected of the women-but
to take the
elements from the table for them to be passed to the
congregation has been denied them on the basis
that somehow this contravenes or usu rps authority!
It's quite an arbitrary drawing of a line.
s we deal with the modern tension in this matter,
are several suggestions which I believe
can be helpful.
I. Let those who are uneasy about women taking
an undue participation in our assemblies be sure
that they oppose no more than Paul-from
their
point of view-was proscribing for all time.
2. Let everyone refrain form judging others either
for their views or for the desires which they have expressed. Tolerance and forbearance are enjoined
upon all. See Romans 14.
3. Let everyone consider the principle of expediency and the reasonableness of foregoing the full
exercise of our liberties and privileges. To be unable
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(continued from page 21)
1 :30ff), she rose up and prepared a meal and served
those
All salvation, all recovery of life in
Christ leads to ministry. As a person finds personal
meaning and value recognition in Jesus, freedom to
invest personhood in family is often the result. While
marriage/motherhood is not the only option open to
women, in the Lord it becomes a conscious, meaningful choice made as a person redeemed by the
Lord. Like all other relationships of free choice, it
proves satisfying precisely because it is a surrender
by faith. The new being one discovers in Christ does
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to forego liberty is a kind of enslavement!
4. Let each of us make every effort to avoid a spirit
of rivalry and contention. Sometimes when people
differ they are caught up in a determination to gain
their ends-or to hold the line against any gains by
others-and they resort to political alignments and
strategems at whatever cost to the unity of the body.
5. Let us retain openness to restudy and loving
discussion of any matter of difference in our views.
6. Let us all love one another and, as far as our
consciences will permit, do that which pleases
others rather than ourselves.
7. Let us be imaginative and innovative to provide
opportunities
for women to participate in our
assemblies in every possible way that will not unduly
offend those who are still sincerely convinced that
Paul's restrictions are still binding in some areas on
women speaking and teaching in our church services.
Above all, may we strive to recover that informality and simplicity that was characteristic of the
earliest life of Christianity when the Church was
"family"
before the "authority syndrome" arose
which has led to many of our modern traditions.

Postscript
I have been asked if in my closing suggestions in
items 3 and 7 I have not abetted the maintenance of
the status quo of the role of women in the worship
and leadership of the church. I hope not. But it is obvious that I have tried to temper a radical demand for
an immediate equal sharing by women of every role
now played only by men in the worship and leadership of the church. Such demands for everything at
once will polarize and divide congregations and large
segments of God's family. I would hope that can be
avoided. But the ideal remains: there is "neither male
nor female," and the church must suffer a tension
between what it is and what it ought to be until all it
does is compatible with that ideal. Not "status quo,
Lord/' but "Quo vadis, Lord?"____________ MISSION
not provide escape from obligation to others.
Rather, it becomes the principle upon which voluntary self-giving is possible.
Jesus was not a "woman's liberationist" as we
think of the term today. He was a radical liberator.
He gave new life and freedom to everyone He
touched. He called on each transformed person to
live as He had lived. He asked redeemed individuals
to sacrifice self in relatedness to each other. The
result of following His leadership has always been
the same: the birth of abundant life as the people of

Women Struggling
As Persons In Christ

Woman is first of all a person created in the image of God. All creation expresses God's overflowing love and reflects His nature. The image of God
remains incomplete without an awareness of masculine and feminine
dimensions.
By LARRYJAMES
Modern evaluations of woman and her role, position, and authority are not radically different from
those of other eras. Extreme points of view find expression in every generation. The Gospel According
to Thomas clearly sets out the gnostic doctrine of
womanhood:
Simon Peter said to them [the Risen Jesus
and his disciples]: Let Mary go out from us,
because women are not worthy of life. Jesus
said: See, I shall lead her, so that I will make
her male, that she too may become a living
spirit, resembling you males. For every
woman who makes herself male will enter
the Kingdom of Heaven (Logion 114).
A story circulated in the late 1960s reveals an
altogether different perspective. One woman to
another woman: "I had a dream last night. I saw
God!" Second woman: "You saw God? What is he
like?" First woman: "She is Polish." Both extremes
reflect blantantly sexist orientations and are not uniLarry M. James, minister for the Richardson East Church of Christ in
Richardson, Texas, is a graduate of Harding Graduate School of Religion
and New Orleans Baptist Theological Seminary.

que to their historical time frame.
One wonders, however, if the Christian pulpit
does not at times rival Playboy and NOW in its sexist
orientation. Its "centerfold"
of woman has been
primarily unveiled in terms of daughter, wife,
mother. Not nearly so often have its spokesmen addressed the male only in terms of his vocation as
husband, father, homebuilder. Rather, man is more
often evaluated as a unique person apart from sexual consideration and in regard to the way he
employs his distinctive personal talents. In the case
of both men and women effectiveness in specific
roles and functions will occur in direct relation to individual progress in awareness of fully-developed
personhood in Jesus Christ. Two challenges face
every woman in the body of Christ who hopes to live
powerfully and victoriously in the home, as part of
the church's fellowship, and in the larger society.

Affirming and Accepting Personhood As A Woman
Before moving to relational concerns and commitments, the female believer must face herself as a
person created in the fullness of God's image. The
creation narrative of Genesis one validates the personhood and individuality
of woman in radical
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terms:

Then Cod said, 'Let us make man in our image, after our likeness; and let them have
dominion over the fish of the sea, and over
the birds of the air, and over all the earth,
and over every creeping thing that creeps on
the earth.' So Cod created man in his own
image, in the image of Cod he created him;
male and female he created them.
Genesis 7:26-27
The "rib passage" of the next chapter adds
another dimension to our understanding of the
interrelatedness of male and female, but the first
creation account is primary. Woman is first of all a
person created in the image of God. All creation
expresses God's overflowing love and reflects 1-iis
nature. The image of God remains incomplete
without an awareness of masculine and feminine
dimensions (cf. Isa. 66: 13; Ex. 19:4 - mother eagle
envisioned; Matt. 23:37; et.al). Only as both dimensions of humanness are taken into account can a full
understanding of God's image be realized. Together

man and woman possess dominion in life by virtue of
Cod's creative power.
As could be anticipated, Jesus affirmed the
richness of woman's personhood. The individual
worth and quality of each human life received
recognition in His ministry. While attending a wedding feast with His disciples at Cana, Jesus in a
somewhat mysterious discussion with His mother
maintained His own independence in mission. At
the same time, He affirmed her value as a person by
honoring her request to provide more wine for the
celebrants (John 2). It was as if Jesus were saying,
"You don't understand My mission, but I honor you
as an individual of worth and value by granting this
request." As Jesus hung on the cross, the worth of
Mary displays itself before every reader of John's
Gospel. There at the foot of the cross she stands.
Despite misunderstanding,
disappointment,
fear,
shame - she is there because she is Mary (John
l 9:26ff).
By reading John 7:53-8:11 and Matthew 5:27-28 in
tandem, we may observe Jesus' attack on His
culture's double standard of morality. The woman
taken in adultery receives from Jesus validation as a
person in need of salvation just as her accusers who
are forced to face their own sinfulness. The second
passage is Jesus' attempt to redefine the significance
of lust and adultery. Jesus regards both as brutal of..
fenses against the person who receives such attention. While Jewish law and Greek tradition viewed
adultery as a violation primarly of a husband's rights,
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Jesus looked at lust/immorality as a sin against the
personhood of the injured woman.
Luke records a miracle which makes a point about
the value of a particular worn an (13: 10-17). Crippled
for eighteen years, the wornan received wholeness
when Jesus healed her. The ruler of the synagogue
failed to see the beauty of the act and became infuriated because Jesus healed on the Sabbath day. In
rebuking him Jesus referred to the woman as
"daughter of Abraham," who as a person of the
Covenant assumed more importance than the
Sabbath.
For Jesus motherhood
was never to be
depreciated. However, He never succumbed to
patronizing
sentimentality
either.
Familial
relatedness
to Him as Lord depended
on
discipleship not sex, family origin, or any fleshly
categories (Mark 3 :31-35 and parallels). On one occasion a woman cried out from a crowd, "Blessed is
the womb that bore you, and the breasts that you
sucked!" Jesus' reply is significant: "Blessed rather
are those who hear the word of God and keep it!"
(Luke 11 :27-28). Rachel Conrad Wahlberg provides
a helpful analysis of the interchange:
Subsequent centuries have been so accepting of the stereotyped woman that they
have not noticed what Jesus said. Religious
interpreters have not known what to do
with this radical rejection by Jesus of the
uterus image. Does he mean to put down
the idea of woman as child-bearer? Is he demeaning her function as a fetus-carrier and
a baby-suckler?
Remember that only if a woman had children, and preferably boys, was she honored.
If she were "barren," she was regarded as
one to be pitied. Actually her status in that
society was based on the uterus image. Her
worth was in her procreativeness.
It is mind-blowing to realize that Jesus was
actually rejecting this commonly accepted
justification for the existence of woman. If
not a child-bearer, what was woman? Jesus is
saying: She is one who can hear the will of
God and do it. (Jesus According To A

Woman, p. 44)
Always Jesus holds out to women the opportunity
for person-to-person relatedness without regard to
sex. While the rabbis did not instruct women, Jesus
often did. In the case of Mary as reported by John,
she is pictured as always at the feet of her Lord. It is
important too that Jesus eagerly vindicated her right
to be herself regardless of traditional expectations
(Luke 10:38-42).
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In refuting the Sadducees' attempt to argue Him
into an untenable position concerning the Resurrection, Jesus affirms the equality and importance of
women before the Lord. Against the popular Jewish
perspective, Jesus points out a woman's status
before God has nothing to do with marriage.
Wahlberg's insight continues to be meaningful:
A woman hears Jesus declaring that she is
not someone's property, that she has equal
status in the resurrection, that she has a
position not relative to anyone else. She is
a spiritual being. At least in heaven she will
not achieve her identity through someone
else. (p. 65)
Nowhere is the person hood of woman more clearly affirmed than in the Resurrection narratives of the
Gospels. Though Paul seems to forget (1 Cor. 15),
women were first to the tomb, first to hear the pronouncement of Jesus' Resurrection, first to see the
risen Lord, first commissioned to tell the good news,
and in fact the first hearalds of the glad tidings.
Paul captured the essence of this first affirmation
and challenge:
There is neither Creek nor Jew, neither slave
nor free, there is neither male nor female; for
you are all one in Christ Jesus.
Galatians 3:28

Women are first of all persons in Christ.

Channeling Personhood Into The Primary
Relationships of "Your life"
The secret to attaining life is discovered in the act
of giving it away (Matt. 10:39). Paradoxically, once
personhood is found before God, once value as an
individual is affirmed, the goal is to surrender it for
the good of others. Women who understand their
value as individuals apart from sexual considerations
and who take discipleship seriously, will channel
themselves into relationships. Giving of self in a
relatedness to significant others results in the
discovery of real life.
Relatedness as a woman in family will mean many
things. As a person, a wife can assist immeasurably
in affirming and accepting the personhood of her
husband. Euripides' powerful
play Alcestis examplifies such ability. Alcestis, the wife of Admetus
King of Pherae, volunteers before the Fates of Death
to die in the place of her husband who had an inordinate fear of death. "l, honoring thee, am setting
thee in place before mine own soul to see the light,
am dying, unconstrained to die for thee," were her
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words. As a result of her unselfish love, Admetus experienced a transformation and overcame his own
cowardice. Christian women face the challenge of
accepting their mates in the same way they have
been accepted by Jesus.
James C. Dobson relates an incident which
beautifully illustrates this kind of affirming acceptance. Even though the roles are reversed, the emphasis being on the support a husband gives his
wife, the spirit of the interchange makes clear that
here we can observe a couple who were giving
themselves and their resources as people to one
another. The words are those of the woman's attending physician, Dr. Richard Selzer:

I stand by the bed where a young woman
lies, her face post-operative, her mouth
twisted in palsy, clownish. A tiny twig of the
facial nerve, the one to the muscles of her
mouth, has been severed. She will be thus
from now on. The surgeon had followed
with religious fervor the curve of her flesh;
I promise you that. Nevertheless, to remove
the tumor in her cheek, I had cut the little
nerve.
Her young husband is in the room. He
stands on the opposite side of the bed, and
together they seem to dwell in the evening
lamplight, isolated from me, private. Who
are they, I ask myself, he and this wrymouth I have made, who gaze at and touch
each other so generously, greedily? The
young woman speaks.
"Will my mouth always be like this?" she
asks.
"Yes," I say, "it will. It is because the
nerve was cut."
She nods, and is silent. But the young man
smiles.
"I like it," he says. "It is kind of cute."
All at once I know who he is. I understand,
and I lower my gaze. One is not bold in an
encounter with a god. Unmindful, he bends
to kiss her crooked mouth, and I so close I
can see how he twists his own lips to accommodate to hers, to show her that their kiss
still works. I remember that the gods appeared in ancient Greece as mortals, and I
hold my breath and let the wonder in.
(Straight Talk To Men and Their Wives pp.
111-112)
Women surrender daily their personhood to family. When Jesus revived Peter's mother-in-law (Mk.
(continued on page 18)
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The Immorality Of
Superiority II nferiority

My experience has taught me that women are not spiritually inferior. If I
cast aside the teaching of my experience,. which is inductive and empirical,.
in order to embrace an absurd argument from authority that may easily
have been misunderstood,. I would be dishonest.
By MARY SUE BLACK
The longer I practiced law the more I noticed the
difference between the way I was regarded during
the week and the way I was treated on Sunday. I
became accustomed during the week to dealing
with people as a responsible adult. Seldom would
someone discount me because I am female. But on
Sundays in the Church of Christ I became progressively resentful of not being permitted to exercise as much responsibility as men and boys. Finally
I left, but the decision to leave was not directly
because of the Church of Christ ethic on women.
My decision resulted from the general failure of the
appeal which had drawn me to the Church of Christ
before I had graduated from high school. I had
responded to the claim that the Church of Christ was
making a more serious effort to follow Jesus through
the Bible than any other Christian group. Although
the faithfulness, discipline, and devotion of many
members of the Church of Christ is an encouraging
example to the world and to other Christians, I no
longer believe that basic claim.
The sectarian spirit of the Church of Christ is too
well known to make anyone but the most uncritical
think that it really is the New Testament Church
Mary Sue Black practices law in Dallas, Texas. She is a member of the
Mission Journal Board of Trustees.

restored. The variety in the early churches which is
apparent from the New Testament would never be
tolerated in the contemporary Church of Christ.
Church of Christ people are uncomfortable with the
slightest deviation from norms that grew from
unimaginative men who lived thirty or forty years
ago. One can expect three or four a Capella songs
predictably spaced during an assembly hour, two or
three usually familiar prayers led by men who have
been scheduled in advance, a sermon delivered by a
man paid to be there, and announcements of
church meetings and births, deaths, and illnesses.
The building, the literature, the classes, the office,
the employees, the activities, and the hierarchy of
Churches of Christ are likewise uniform. Deviations
from the typical in the Church of Christ are looked
upon with suspicion, sometimes with hatred, and
steps are taken to stop expressions that are different
from the narrow norm. Ostensibly the lack of variety
is based on biblical authority, but a little reflection
will reveal that the Bible simply doesn't teach such
rigidity.
Not only 1s variety to be expected as the Holy
Spirit works in such varied people as we are; but
specific differences from our tradition that are men-tioned in the New Testament, such as foot washing
and confession, are ignored in the Church of Christ
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even though these practices have as much authority
for our imitation as taking the Lord's Supper and
singing. As for women, one never hears in the
mainline Church of Christ proscriptions against short
hair, uncovered heads, and braids and gold jewelry?
It is difficult to retain the notion that the Church of
Christ is the group that makes the most diligent effort
to follow the Bible when one realizes the
impossibility of getting a congregation to change its
practices in any significant respect in order to
conform to an example in the Bible. When one
considers the Christian attitude of others outside the
Church of Christ, the notion fails entirely.
The main reason change is not likely to occur in
the Church of Christ is the authoritarian attitude of
rulers of each congregation, the elders, and the
acquiescence of the members of each congregation.
The elders decide who will speak and who will not,
what will be said and what will not, what will
happen during assemblies and what will not, even
down to who will and who will not pick up the
attendance cards. If the Church of Christ were
conducted in a more democratic manner, then
those who want to see some changes would not feel
hopeless. As it is now, many people leave rather
than cause disturbance and controversy. They
wou Id rather switch than fight. The issue of the role
of women is therefore not likely to become moot in
the Church of Christ because of the inflexibility of
those in charge and also because of the very
impotence
which
the
submission-of-women
doctrine imposes. For one to whom the doctrine is
both a gag and a profound wrong, the policy of the
suppression of women in the Church of Christ is
intolerable enough to result in departure.
A policy
that is so practically,
socially,
psychologically, and morally wrong as the doctrine
of invisible women cannot be theologically right.
Utilizing less than half of our resources is impractical, especially when the result is often imcompetence in leading of music and public prayers,
in preaching and teaching, and in business and
religious leadership in the church. If, perhaps, the
result of male participation should be excellent
leadership, then such limited participation would
still be socially· wrong because it encourages immaturity in adult women, wastes their talent, and
thwarts their Christian development.
Limiting women to teaching little children, making
posters, and cooking tells them falsely that they are
not as capable of organizing and teaching and exercising spiritual leadership as are men in the church.
Even though that message may be ridiculous on its
face, psychologically it is implanted in pre-school
children on up, both male and female; and the harm
of such a message is accomplished in both boys and

girls, men and women. To boys it says, "Dominate.
Your opinions are worth more than girls' opinions."
To girls it says, "You don't understand serious matters. Your ideas are silly. The only way you can
achieve is to get boys to like you." The doctrine of
male superiority is morally wrong because it is
contrary to the rule of love that Jesus pronounced:
Treat others as you would like to be treated. Healthy
people do not like to be dominated, so they should
never dominate others.
Those who examine this sensitive topic must deal
with the lines in the Bible that seem to support the
Church of Christ policy. Indeed, after thinking
through the problem and calculating the harm done
by the policy of keeping women invisible in the
church, one who would defend it must resort to the
Bible since the only remaining argument is from
authority. On the other side, those who have contemplated on a practical, social, psychological, and
moral level the basic unkindness of dominance/submission in the church and in the home are often inclined to throw the baby out with the bath water
when they read those parts of the Bible. "If that's
what it says," they think, "then I can't take the Bible
seriously. If Paul really meant that, then God can't
have caused him to say it." Either extreme response
to the Bible's words about women, in my opinion,
misses the mark.
Two comments are due about all Bible lines that
seem to teach that women are spiritually inferior.
First, that Bible dues seem to say just that. Paul
argues in .,1Tirnothy 2: 12-14 that women should be
suppressed because they are morally weaker, and
he cites the first sin as an example. This argument,
no matter whose, is implausible. If the serpent had
approached Adam first and then Eve, would Adam
have resisted and encouraged Eve to resist? Would
he have prevented her from sinning by exhortation
or by force? If he were so superior, why did he eat
when Eve offered him the fruit? Were these real peO··
pie? Is their example definitive? My experience has
taught me that women are not spiritually inferior. If I
cast aside the teaching of my experience, and of my
intuition, in order to embrace an absurd argument
from authority
that may easily have been
misunderstood, I would be dishonest.
Second, the picture of women's part1c1pation
painted in the Bible is not the same as I see it in contemporary Churches of Christ. Even in that day
when women had few legal rights and no education,
there were women who prophesied, who were
evangelists, who were church leaders. If one factored into the cultural transition from the New Testament Middle East to the American restoration
church the many opportunities for development
(continued on page 8)
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0-CAREER MARRIAGE
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After twenty-five years of marriage and two grown children, I know I
qualify as an older woman! I have written this to say to the younger women:
no matter how competent, ambitious, and accomplished you may be, it is
my firm conviction that it will pay you to put your husband's career before
your own, if it has to come to that.
a personal story
By NANCY MYERS
I arn writing this amidst the media fallout that has
accompanied Walter Mondale's announcement of
his choice for vice-presidential running mate. To
men, this announcement may be irritating or boring
or even exciting; but to many women, the reaction is
uniform: a stunning confirmation of our confidence
in our own gender. Whatever our personal politics,
Ms. Ferraro's selection makes even more obvious
the fact that women have not only established
themselves in careers outside the home, but are also
excelling in them.
This month rny husband Tom and I are celebrating
our twenty-fifth wedding anniversary. What, you
ask, does this personal event have to do with the
sociological observation made above? Just this: I
doubt seriously that we would be observing our
silver anniversary at all if we had not learned
somehow - the hard way, actuallv
to cope with
the
two-career
marriage,
this
sociological
phenornonen
which
is giving many modern
An English teacher at the Bridgeport (Texas) High School, Nancy Myers
was nominated this year for Teacher of the Year. She is a member of the
Mission journal Board of Trustees.

24

marriages "fits."
Actually,
because of our particular set of
circumstances, most of the adjusting had to come
from rne. I arn writing of rny personal experiences
now to tell you how, after twenty-five years, I feel
about that.
My husband is a superintendent of public schools.
I am an English teacher. Both of us hold doctorate
degrees in our fields, though I completed rny degree
several years before rny husband did. After receiving
my degree, and while Torn built his career as a
school superintendent, beginning, as is usual, in a
very small town indeed, I commuted to rny
university teaching positions, sometimes as much as
one hundred and fifty miles, round trip. And then,
four years ago, I deliberately resigned my position as
associate professor of English to become, ultimately,
a high school teacher, so that we could move to a
new town where Tom would have a better position.
To understand the personal cost of this resignation
to me, you have to understand that there are very,
very few positions available for liberal arts professors
in this area; and here I was voluntarily leaving one
for which others were standing in line. You have to

------

understand that this job was exactly what I had spent
ye 9 rs in graduate study to be able to do. You have to
understand that I thoroughly enjoyed my work, both
intellectually and emotionally, that it was gratifying
work, with stimulating students and colleagues and
pleasant working hours. It was, quite simply, the
culmination of a dream. And, to be honest, I took
pride in it.
However, to be a superintendent Tom has to live
in the district where his schools are located. (There is
no college within less than an hour's drive from
where we now live, and none of these has had a
place for me so far.) So, after years of commuting, I
finally saw the handwriting on the wall. One of us
was going to have to give up a job, and, to a degree,
a career, if we were to stay married.
With a sense of dread I prepared that summer to
reenter secondary school teaching, which I
remembered clearly to be more demanding and far
less stimulating than university teaching. However,
at the very last moment, I could not face the
prospect. Since I had already resigned from my job, I
applied for and was accepted for an administrative
position at Southern Methodist University, a one
and one-half hour's drive from home. At first, I tried
driving that distance daily, right through Dallas
traffic. But it became too taxing; and Tom and I
finally decided to try that trendy new alternative, the
commuter marriage. I took an apartment in Dallas
and came home only on weekends. He came to see
me one night a week and took me out to dinner.
I do not doubt that this potentially romantic
arrangement has worked and will work for others,
but it did not work for us. The best word to describe
my state of mind during this twelve-month period is
"anxious." It was lonely to come home, after
twenty-two years of marriage, to an empty furnished
apartment, without my own things around me, with
no one to talk to about my day, with no one to eat
with, and with no shared community involvement
with my husband. Tom was lonely too and was
always having to explain to our new community
where his wife was. But the worst part of it for me
was a sense of uprootedness, uneasiness, as if I did
not belong where I was. My problem was made
worse, I will point out, by the fact that both of our
children left home that year. I was dealing with the
empty nest syndrome in a truly empty nest - a
rented furnished apartment in a large city - alone
not because I had been widowed or divorced, but
simply by my own choice!
At the end of that year, I once again gave in to the
inevitable. I came back to our little town and
accepted a job as a high school English teacher. But I
was depressed. So much for my years of graduate
study. So much for the respect I had earned as a
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professor. I was going back to the very life I had
gone to graduate school to improve uponl
I was depressed from August until Christmas. And
then a strange, almost magical thing happened: my
depression lifted. I found myself enjoying high
school teaching in ways I had not thought possible.
It was the kids. I had loved my college students
but these kids were younger and thus more
impressionable, more malleable, and more in need
of direction. And I found that if one gave it to them,
they responded to it. Their response was fulfilling to
me. The daily contact with the students
that one
generally does not have with university students built, over 175 days, very special kinds of
relationships. In some ways the work was more
challenging because high school kids do not have
the motivation that college students usually have. It
became a challenge to me to try to challenge them!
Moreover, my marriage improved. My husband
drew a new sense of inner security from the
knowledge that I had "sacrificed" my desires for his.
He appreciated me more. The negative aspects of
the competition that had sometimes existed in our
marriage disappeared. There was no longer a power
struggle. He became more considerate and was
much more willing than before to help me around
the house. Even the separation we had gone through
during our commuter days had helped, because we
both knew now what we wanted: we did not want to
split up and live alone, even though our marriage
had entered a new phase as our children had left
home.
Now I work for him. He is, literally, my boss.
When we were younger, he might have used this
situation to "keep me in subjection/' as he had
been indoctrinated in church and in our 1950s
growing-up years to do. However, partly because he
is aware of what I willingly gave up to be with him
and partly becase we have both matured, no one
has ever had a more appreciative boss. His respect
for me as an individual and a teacher is genuine, not
condescending just because he "got his way."
In Titus 2:3-5 we read that the older women are
supposed to teach the younger women. After
twenty-five years of marriage and two grown
children, I know I qualify as an older woman! I have
written this to say to the younger women: no matter
how competent, ambitious, and accomplished you
may be, it is my firm conviction that it will pay you to
put your husband's career before your own, if it has
to come to that. If you can work out your lives so
that both of you can pursue your careers equally,
that is wonderful and is of course the ideal. But, life
being as it is, this may not always be possible. So
many times the situation will not easily allow the
(continued on page 8)
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IS THE BIBLESEXIS
(Donald G. Bloesch, Crossway Books, 1982.)

"It is my thesis that neither feminism nor patriarchalism, as traditionally

conceived, does justice to the deepest insights of the biblical revelation."
Reviewed by JIM SIMS
If you are convinced, as am I, that
we are in sore need of a biblical
alternative to the present controversy
in the church on a number of issues
regarding man-woman relationships,
then Donald G. Bloesch, professor of
theology at the University of Dubuque
Theological Seminary, may just have
your cup of tea.
"It is my thesis," Bloesch says, "that
neither feminism nor patriarchalism,
as traditionally conceived, does justice
to the deepest insights of the biblical
revelation." Bloesch's examination of
the biblical material leads him to
advocate a convenantal view of the
relationship
between
male
and
female. This view is sometimes called
"a
transformed
patriarchal ism"
because he retains such concepts as
superordination and subordination.
Bloesch, however, "baptizes" such
concepts with a Christological model
which leaves them far removed from
the tyrannical model of historical
patriarchalism.
At other times he refers to his
viewpoints
as
"a
transformed
feminism," since woman is now seen
as the covenant partner of man.
Jim Sims is minister of the Westside Church of
Christ in Oelwein, Iowa.
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Autonomous emanicipation is not the
ideal for women, "but her elevation as
a fellow-worker with her husband and
her brothers and sisters in Christ in the
service of the kingdom."
Bloesch resists the temptation to
discount certain portions of the
biblical material by accusing them of
being historically
conditioned
or
overly influenced by culture and
tradition.
Today there is an attempt to
drive a wedge between the
cultural expression of faith as
we find it in Scripture ad the
scriptural witness to Jesus
Christ. It is said that the
church is bound not to the
mythological
garment
in
which the faith is enclosed,
but only to the abiding values
of the faith. The trouble with
this approach ls that it loses
sight of the fact that we have
the divine content only in the
cultural form in which it is
given to us. For better or
worse, we hear the witness to
Jesus Christ through
the
expression and imagery of
patriarchy, even though this
witness transcends and alters

the meaning of the language
in which it comes to us. (pp.
33-34)
With an approach like that, Bloesch
is bound to read his Bible and discover
that men are always to be leaders and
women are to be quiet, submissive
and pregnant . . . right? Wrong!
Bloesch may say, "Man is created first,
and this means that he is given a kind
of headship over woman." But he also
observes, "In Genesis 1;28 and 2: 18
woman is seen as the helpmate of man
and not his property, as in patriarchy.
These passages also imply that just as
manhood comprises the foundation of
human creation, so womanhood
signifies its culmination - not exactly
a tribute to male supremacy." Bloesch
looks at Galatians 3:28 and says, "This
text must ... not be taken to mean
that Paul did not acknowledge a
differentiation in roles either in society
or in the family of the church." That
means that he believes that women
should not be ordained to preach ...
right? Wrong!
For Bloesch also
observes, "In
the tradition
of
autocratic patriarchalism, the woman
is never to be placed in a position of
authority over man. But in the Bible
we have many instances of women
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assuming positions of leadership, even
spiritual leadership." His summary
observations which conclude the
chapter
on
"The
Man-Woman
in the
Bible"
are
Relationship
instructive:
Biblical
faith
condemns
both male chauvinism, which
exalts the man over the
woman, the radical feminism,
which denies the dependency
of woman on man. It teaches
the basic dependence
of
woman on man, as well as the
interdependence of man and
woman in relationships both
in and outside marriage. It
teaches subordination not so
much of one sex to the other
as of both sexes to the order or
procession in which they
find themselves. When it
speaks of the subordination
of wife to husband, this should
be seen in terms not of servile
submission but of creative
service .... But when women
are called to take initiative and
assume
leadership,
they
should do as women, not as
men or as sexless beings. The
Bible has a high regard for
feminity,
even
while
it
opposes the basic thrust of
radical feminism. It vigorously
upholds
a
wholesome
masculinity, even while it
condemns male chauvinism.
It affirms sexuality as a gift of
creation ... , but it decries
the perversions of sexuality
as reflected in homosexual
relations,
adultery,
incest,
prostitution,
and
the
tyrannical domination of one
sex over the other. (pp. 39-40)
While Bloesch chastizes those who
would discount the teaching of
Scripture by saying that certain
teachings are bound by the culture in
which they originated,
he does
attempt to understand their meaning
in the light of their cultural and
historical context. Paul's attempts to
silence women, then, are understood
in the light of the fact that
"prophetesses
connected
with
heretical movements were beginning
to exert undue influence in the
churches,"
or
that
Paul
was

"concerned
about
the
growing
anarchism in the services of public
worship, in which speaking in tongues
is being elevated above preaching and
prophecy." When Bloesch says that
Paul's injunctions "are not to be
understood
as unconditional
or
universal commands," he does not
contradict himself. His argument is like
this one which is often heard amongst
Churches of Christ: "John 16:13
promises only that the apostles will be
guided into all truth. It is not a
universal promise given to anyone and
everyone." Bloesch's point runs like
this: Paul does sometimes tell the
women to keep quiet. But, because
there are so many occasions in which
he commends the spiritual leadership
of women, it is useless to reason that
Paul wanted all women for all time to
remain silent in the Church. Therefore,
there are no compelling theological
reasons for refusing the ordination of
women.
Bloesch still holds, however, that
women should "remain womanly and
not try to usurp the male role .... A
woman pastor should not seek to
suppress the feminine element within
her
in
order
to
fulfill
the
responsibilities of leadership. The
distinction between masculinity and
feminity, which has its source in
creation, is not overcome when
women assume positions of leadership
but, on the contrary, should be more
visible."
Another chapter deals with the
knotty problem of "Revising the
Language About God."
Bloesch's
book
was written
before
the
publication of the notorious Inclusive
Language Lectionary which seems to
have pleased few, if any. While he
concedes that some inclusive language
could properly be used, for God is
described in both masculine and
feminine terms in the Bible, Bloesch
charges that new language often
reflects a new faith.
Some feminists argue that
God is called Father, Lord,
and Master in the Scriptures
because
analogies
were
simply drawn from human
experience,
and especially
from
human
fatherhood,
which always carries esteem
in a patriarchal culture. Yet,
as Barth rightly points out,

God revealed himself
as
Father and Lord. Ile is not
simply like a father; I-le is the
Father. Christ is not merely
like a lord; I-le is the Lord.
(pp. 76-77)
Is The Bible Sexist? is a significant
contribution to the current discussion
of the status of women in the Church
and society.
Bloesch is to be
commended for his attempt to define a
position which is both biblical and
contemporary. But this commendation
is not meant to suggest that Bloesch
has provided us with all the answers.
Bloesch has his weaknesses.
For one thing,
he is overly
dependent upon Karl Barth for his
theological approach to the Bible.
Now and then one may note that
"Barth" and "Bible"
seem to be
thought of as virtually interchangeable
terms.

Secondly, Bloesch does not provide
us with the exegetical analysis of
certain biblical texts which he uses to
justify his positions. For example, we
are told that because 1 Timothy 2: 12 is
not a universal command, there is no
theological objection to the ordination
of women; but we are not told why
Paul rooted a localized cor.nmand to
an interpretation of the Genesis 2
account of Creation. This is a biblical
and theological question which needs
to be argued; the mere assertion of a
conclusion will not do. The same light
treatment
is given of important
passagesin 1 Corinthians.
Thirdly,
Bloesch (or somebody,
anybody!) needs to provide us with a
clearer treatment of the ticklish
question
of what
is culturally
contingent and what is of abiding
significance in the Bible. Bloesch
believes that Scripture must be
interpreted in its own light and that
"the criterion for judging the relative
value of the various parts of Scripture
must come from Scripture itself and
not
from
contemporary
secular
wisdom." These words seem to have a
healthy
measure of
piety
and
orthodoxy about them. Now, would
someone please show us how to put
them to use in a consistent and clear
manner. After all, this is the very
battleground upon which the war over
the women is being fought in today's
church. _______________
MISS/ON
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The Banquet Is Ready:

Are We?
Coming face to face with ourselves is painful and uncomfortable because we see
our weakness and our lostness; and in God's loving presence we are asked to become
like God. Yes, the Kingdom places a great demand on us; but we have a God who loves
us unceasingly.
a sermon
By NANCY CHESTER
Text: Matthew 22:1-14
ecently I went to the wedding of one of my
best friends from college. Since graduating, the
group of us that ran around together have scattered.
We're spread out all over Texas and other states,
busy with jobs, school, new families: our own lives
and responsibilities. But an invitation to the wedding
of our close friends Cindy and Jeff brought many of
us back together. And what a homecoming it was!
Friendships were renewed; there were feelings of
closeness,
warmth,
acceptance.
Amid
the
celebration of being with good friends for such a
joyful occasion I found the burden of my anxieties,
pressures and worries of school, work and
relationships being lifted. I can still hear the laughter
and see the smiles and the tears of joy we shared
together that weekend. It was a time of renewal and
refreshment. We talked about past experiences and
looked to the future with anticipation. There was a
great sense of expectancy. When the time of the
wedding came, all was ready. We wore special
clothes; there were flowers and tables set up with
carefully prepared food, all signifying that this was
an important occasion. Cindy and Jeff were
committing their lives to each other, and we were
there surrounding them with our love and support.
In Matthew 22 the Kingdom of God is compared
to a marriage feast. But the joyful mood is
interrupted when the invited guests don't show up
because it is unimportant to them. Then when the
wedding hall is finally filled with guests and they are
ready to proceed with the celebration, one guest is
thrown out because he has no wedding garment.
What is Jesus trying to tell us about the Kingdom of

R

Nancy Chester is a 1982 graduate of Abilene Christian University, where
she majored in communications and was a Sherrod Scholar. After a year
of missionary work in France, she entered Austin Theological Seminary,
Austin, Texas, where she is now in her second year of study.
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God? That we have to be perfect before we can
come? Or that how we dress makes a difference?
I think Jesus wants us to hear that God's loving
invitation to the Kingdom brings with it a demand, a
demand for an appropriate response. We are all
invited to the Kingdom. Like the wedding I
described, this event includes relationships, joy,
celebration, fellowship, expectancy, love, and
grace. On the surface this sounds wonderful, and it is;
but we must remember the demands that love and
relationships make ·on us. Have you ever had a
deep, meaningful, lasting relationship that was easy
and painless and comfortable? I haven't. The
kingdom means people - together - and that
demands a response from us. That response is not
always easy for us to give.
But this doesn't mean we have to be perfect to
come to the Kingdom. We can come as we are, but
we cannot enter as we are. So in a sense how we
dress does make a difference. We need to prepare
ourselves to approach God by clothing ourselves
appropriately. Now I'm not talking about Calvin
Kleins or Christian Dior. I'm talking about clothing
ourselves in humility, reverence, and righteousness.
How often do we take time to do this before coming
to worship, or to a Christian Education Meeting, or
before going home to be with our families? We
wouldn't think of going to an important dinner party
in cut-offs and a sweaty "t-shirt." We'd take our
time, paying special attention to the details and
making sure we were dressed appropriately. To be
given a place at the divine banquet we need to be
willing to change and to be transformed. We can't
accept the forgiveness of sin and then insist on
hanging onto sin. The invitation comes to us from a
living God, who is forever making all things new.
If this wedding feast has so much to offer us and
holds so much in store, why do we resist the
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demand, the preparation, the changing? Consider
with me three reasons: Arrogance, Apathy and
Anxiety.
irst is arrogance. God couldn't expect me to
change. After all, God got a pretty good deal
when He got me: no serious problems, intelligence,
a good personality, a responsible citizen. If anyone
has a right to be here, I do. Maybe I'm exaggerating
this attitude a little, but probably all of us can see
shades of this in ourselves.
We can learn a lot about ourselves by watching
children. I once taught a Sunday school class for
five-year-olds. One little girl was especially sweet,
kind, and polite. So when it came time for me to
choose one of the children to help me, I called on
this little girl. Suddenly a very sweet child turned
into an arrogant little monster. "Look what I get to
do! Teacher asked me to help. I'm the one teacher
picked." In that little girl I saw myself. Isn't that
what we do sometimes? Instead of being thankful
and grateful for being set apart, realizing that we've
been chosen for responsibility and service, we pat
ourselves on the back and look down on others. We
have a false sense of who we are, believing ourselves
to be deserving of God's gifts. Therefore we
cannot be made into what we are meant to be, i.e.,
whole persons who, in humility, share with our
world the grace and love we've been given by God.
In the parable the invited guests made light of the
invitation. They were busy with more important
things: a bu.sinessto run, a degree to get, a family to
take care of. "But," you may be asking, "aren't
these things important." Yes, they are important.
However, we can become so absorbed in our lives
and activities and relationships that we lose a proper
perspective. God is the One who gives us our lives
and is the only One who gives life any meaning or
purpose or importance. When we honestly see
ourselves in relationship to God, we are filled with
humility and not arrogance. We are so humbled by
the invitation to the divine banquet that we come
without hesitation, not necessarily forsaking our
activities and relationships, but opening ourselves to
be changed and transformed by God and thereby
blessing and enriching all aspects of our lives. When
we see ourselves in relation to God, we can move
from arrogance to humility and accept willingly
God's demand for change and transformation.

F

he second reason we resist preparing for the
It just doesn't matter to us.
We're tempted to stand around at a royal wedding
in dirty clothes, domesticating the demands into safe
and easy pieties which help us escape the more
stringent requirements. We go to church, say our

T feast is apathy.

prayers, put a dollar or so in the offering plate, and
are nice to the people we like. In 1984 with the
threat of nuclear annihilation, unrest in Central
America, starving and abused children, pollution, the
breakup of the family, maybe our own families - it's
easier not to care. The problems are too big and hurt
too much. Apathy becomes a sort of escape because
these massive problems provide the shape and form
of the divine demand for a wedding garment in our
day. To accept the invitation to the feast is to accept
the mandate to be Christ in our world, to be
transformed in Christ's likeness.
In the parable, we recall, a man comes to the
feast without a wedding garment. In those days
everyone wore a special robe to weddings and
either brought it with them or received it from the host
before coming in to the feast. Not to have one was
out of the ordinary. The king questions the man not in a harsh, judgmental, interrogating way - but
calls him friend and asks, "How did you get here
without wedding clothes?" The man was speechless.
Surely if he'd had an excuse, he would have offered
it. Apparently he had no excuse except that he
hadn't bothered, he hadn't felt like it, he didn't care
enough. Coming to the Kingdom means accepting
not only God's gifts, but also accepting my
individual responsibility to use those gifts. It takes
effort on our part to care, to become involved with
people's lives, to accept responsibility, to change
and be an agent for change in the world. And while
the Kingdom pror, ,ises us joy, it also promises us
sorrow and pain. To be involved with people as
Christ was is to feel their joys and their pain. And
when we accept the demand to become involved,
to see each and every person as a child of God, we
are saying, "May the things that break the heart of
Jesus also break my heart." To see people in this
way moves us from apathy to involvement and we
are transformed into more compassionate, loving
people.
hat brings me to the third reason we often
resist: anxiety. Change is frightening. There is
security in old familiar ways of being and doing. If
we let go of a part of ourselves, we may lose our
identity. We just can't quite believe God's promises.
In the Kingdom of God our values are called into
auestion. We are jarred loose from all the supports
and crutches absolutely essential to our living in the
same undisturbed way. Our lives may not be filled
with peace and joy, but we wear them like
comfortable old clothes which we hate to throw
away. Entering the Kingdom of God means change
and change is uncomfortable. But we are asked to
trust, not in our achievements or our goodness or
our standing in the community; in fact we are asked
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to lay all that aside. Holding on to them to assure
ourselves of our worth or beauty or goodness is to
defeat the purpose. Christ came to liberate us from
such anxieties as concern about what others think of
us or of having to earn grace and love. To know life
as a sheer gift is the greatest experience of freedom
we can have. But we are asked to trust God. Seeing
God as all-knowing and loving, gracious and
powerful we can move from anxiety to trust. The
Kingdom demands change and transformation.
Change is not easy. Kahlil Gibran's book, The Prophet, he speaks of the radical transformation that
love demands:
Like sheaves of corn he gathers you unto
himself. He threshes you to make you
naked. He sifts you to free you from your
husks. He grinds you to whiteness. He
needs you until you are pliant; and then he
assigns you to his sacred fire, that you may
become sacred bread for God's sacred feast
... But if in your fear you would seek only
love's peace and love's pleasure, then it is
better for you that you cover your
nakedness and pass out of love's threshing
floor, into the seasonless world where you

(continued from page 14)

is Jesus. The challenge that we face is to determine
what that message means now, in the cultural context in which we live. The New Testament, the
witness to Jesus, must always be our starting point
but is not an end in itself. We are part of a dialogue
with God and the Bible. To this dialogue we bring
certain assumptions: to the issue dealt with in this
paper we bring the assumption that men and
women are equal intellectually, spiritually, and emotionally.
As Christian men and women, we have a responsibility to creatively and patiently show the communities in which we live that we recognize our
common calling and worth and our need of each
other. We have a joint responsibility and joy in the
Christian mission. This mission is lived out in a world
which is not culturally
homogeneous.
North
American society, for which I am writing here, is not
even culturally homogeneous. Boston is not Dallas;
Canada is not the United States; the United States is
not Mexico. The distance between Winnipeg and
San Francisco is one of more than just kilometers.
Each group of Christians must determine what they
can do about this issue of a more egalitarian ministry
in their local situation while at the same time keep-
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shall laugh, but not all of your laughter, and
weep, but not al I of your tears.
All three of these reasons lead us to resist the
demand of the Kingdon: arrogance, apathy and
anxiety. They are manifestations of our desire to be
comfortable. We resist changing; it's painful to
grow.
When we step into the Light that illumines all
darkness, then we can be transformed. Coming face
to face with ourselves is painful and uncomfortable
because we see our weakness and our lostness, but
in God's loving presence we are asked to become
like God. Yes, the Kingdom places a great demand
on us, but we have a God who loves us unceasingly.
We belong to God and we can trust God. God cares
for you and for me. We have been given an open
invitation to a wedding feast. God knows His guests:
our arrogance, our apathy, our anxiety. God
calls us anyway because God is a host who deeply
loves each guest. Our God is the same in His
demand for change and renewal as He is in His
love and compassion for us. Our response to the
never-changing,
faithful
God
is always the
willingness to be renewed, to be changed into God's
likeness. The feast is ready, will you come?

ing the broader fellowship in view. ____
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rather than to eradicate the latter will
certain ly prove the more noble!
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Uses of Art ....
Appreciation ....
The July issue was superb. The
feature artic le "From Hester Prynne to
Marin Guinn" by Norman Parks was
very timely. His articles ent itl ed
"Among Ye, It Shall Not Be So," were
of the same quality. Norman Parks
deserves an O lymp ic Go ld Medal fo r
his articles on authority and the abuse
of power.
Hop efu lly, others wi ll wr ite articl es
designed to make all Chr istians
co ntinually co mpare the teachings of
Christ and the first century disciples
w ith present day practices.

Joe Brown
Sheridan, Arkansas
I am int erested in back issues of
Mission Journal and their cost, if
availabl e. Thank you fo r some great
insights concerning the Lord and Hi s
church.

Charles Geiser
Ashtabula, Ohio
For the past year I have apprec iated
of
articl es it featured. I have found
encou ragement,
challenge,
stimulation , etc. In short , it is proving
to be a positive, beneficial source of
thought for my ministry.
My exper ience with Mission Journal
has not alw ays been favo rable. Some
ten years ago I found that every issue
seemed to "burn" w ith an iconoclastic
spirit. Granted, at that time I was more
of a rigid restorationist. Perhaps many
of the maturing processes of life as we ll
as deeper theological reflection have
enabled me, as well as others, to see
our ministries as a call to faithfulness
and service rather than as a call to
promote restorationism. A journal
dedicated to encourage the former

Mission Journal for the quality

A ll of th e benefits c ited by J.
McDon ald William s in, "A rt and th e
Spiritual Quest," (August, 1984) are
arguably utilit arian, specifically its
tonic, re-creational effect, which Mr.
Williams said was not utilit arian . Thi s
distinction th at occ urs to him in his
interesting article reminds us th at we
Philistines demand ju stification for any
investment in art that we might make
of our time, money, or energy. Good
stewards should question the benefit
of inv estments, but we should also
consider
the
contemporary
application of the principle Jesus
taught when he responded to Judas's
objection to the woman's gift of
ointment. Sometimes art is ju st an
appropriate celebration of thi s gift of
life . And most participat ion in art is not
rapturous
at
all
but
essential
experience
on
the
path
of
under standing .

Mary Sue Black
Garland, Texas
God is Cultivator ....
We wish to thank Anthea Lahr for
her August 1984 Mission article, "T he
Planting
in the Soil/Soul. "
By
emphasizing
God's
work ing
in
Christians' lives to bring abo ut the
beauty of their humanne ss, Lahr offers
us an alternate to our struggle of
perfecting ourse lves in order to receive
God's blessings. It is God and not man
who should be cu ltivating ou r souls.
Our task is to be recept ive to his
touch. Instead of man reaching up to
grab God, man shou ld open up and let
God reach him. Man should not try to
be perfect for God; instead, he should
let God perfect t he goodness that is
within man.

Connie and Larry Bailey
Barltesville, Oklahoma
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